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1. Introduction
There are certain questions on which I am, like most Socialists,
an extreme Individualist.
--Shaw, Plays Unpleasant
Seventy-two years after receiving the 1925 Nobel Prize for Literature, George
Bernard Shaw's "politics" remain controversial. Initially a Marxist and eventually an active
member of the British Fabian Society, Shaw developed his own particular brand of
socialism that defies categorization within any single socialist theory or political party. R.
Palme Dutt, himself a Marxist and Shaw admirer, defined this Shavian brand of socialism
in an obituary for Shaw: "He was a Marxist and an anti-Marxist, a revolutionary and a
reformist, a Fabian and a despiser of Fabianism, a Communist and a crusader against
super-tax" (qtd. in Evans 3). Even though Shaw is accepted as a socialist thinker, it is still
difficult to place him into one particular camp because of his concern with an enormous
variety of social aspects, including such volatile issues as religion/spirituality and
nationalism. A hard-line Marxist would not consider these subversive enough to help lead
to the revolutionary assertion of socialism. A complete reading of Shaw, however, needs
to consider all sides of his politics and art whether they are compatible with traditional
socialist theories or not. One manner of confronting how Shaw's socialism intersects with
the themes of nationalism, colonialism, individualism, and religion/spirituality is to read the
three plays Man and Superman, John Bull's Other Island, and Major Barbara as a group,
which proves especially useful for a new positioning of Shaw as a radical socialist thinker.
Individual discussions of these plays as well as of Shaw's socialism and art commonly see
the writer too narrowly within the context of his own time, and attempts to align Shaw with
contemporary socialist theories inevitably lead to disputes since he cannot clearly be placed2
within one unified school of thinking. As an alternative to a monolithic approach to
Shaw's politics, it will be my assertion here that one needs to draw on the Marxism of the
1960s, in particular on Louis Aithusser's theories, which diverge from economistic Marxist
historical materialism, to fully grasp Shaw's politics. This revisionary Marxism opens the
way to a re-reading of his plays from a less confined perspective and indeed may position
him as an early practitioner of Althusserianism.In the least, we can gain a clearer
understanding of exactly why Shaw's socialist visions were discussed in their complexity
during his life, and why they still remain under debate today.
In terms of the socialist schools of his era, Shaw is, of course, most well-known
for being a Fabian, yet several critics agree that he differs from mainstream Fabianism in
some crucial aspects. In British Socialists: The Journey from Fantasy to Politics, Stanley
Pierson notes that "Shaw's desire for a more radical transformation of society was evident
in his treatment of two phenomena which the Fabians tended to ignore--power and
religion" (109-10). Supporting Pierson, Bernard Crick expands on this observation by
explaining that Shaw "treats power and religion as, respectively, the means and the ends of
Creative Evolution" (29). In other words, since Shaw developed a complex quasi-religious
system of abstract beliefs, he was inevitably more involved with religion than most
members of the secular Fabian Society. Besides concerning himself with topics not on the
Fabian agenda, Shaw also differed from theoretical Fabianism in his position on the means
that should be used to move society toward socialist liberation.
Like middle-of-the-road Fabians, Shaw believed that societal change will come
from powerful members of the middle class; however, he never completely lost the
revolutionary vein of Marxism present only in early Fabianism. In Essays in Fabian
Socialism, he describes the interactions and ideals of the Society's members: "[A]mong
ourselves, [we] talked revolution, anarchism, labor notes versus pass-books, and all the
rest of it, on the tacit assumption that the object of our campaign, with its watchwords,
'EDUCATE, AGITATE, ORGANIZE,' was to bring about a tremendous smash-up of3
existing society, to be succeeded by complete Socialism" (127). Before they moved to the
more moderate idea of "permeation," revolution was indeed a viable option for the Fabians.
But even in later years, Shaw still believed in a more forceful promotion of socialist ideals.
As he writes in "The Transition to Social Democracy," "The Socialists need not be ashamed
of beginning as they did by proposing militant organization of the working classes and
general insurrection. The proposal proved impracticable; ...But it still remains as the
only finally possible alternative to the Social Democratic program" (Essays 61). As a
consequence of this basic approval of the revolutionary nature of socialism, Shaw moved
beyond the principles of Fabianism in his literary and political writings and persistently
confronted his middle-class readers with their own narrow-mindedness, the subtle brutality
in their thinking, and the non-sensical petit-bourgeois attitudes that are perpetuated out of
uncritical self-interest and an unwillingness to think. His belief in the permeation of the
middle class has its roots directly in Fabianism, but Shaw remained more confrontational
about spreading the socialist message than his Fabian colleagues.
One would think that old-line Marxists would welcome Shaw into their ranks due to
his continued belief in the value of revolution. Yet Marxist critics repeatedly point out just
how different Shaw's socialism is from "pure" Marxism--mostly because of its moderate
views--and many have regretted that his early potential ultimately betrayed the Marxist
cause. Lenin's remark that Shaw was "a good man fallen among Fabians" has gained
nearly proverbial status, but a number of critics after him have expressed similar thoughts.
During the early rise of Marxism in the American academy in the 1950s, Alick West
attacked Shaw for his middle-class beliefs and distance from Marxist ideals: "When he
abandoned Marxism for Fabianism, Shaw not only strove to put out of his mind the facts
of capitalist exploitation and of the class struggle; he also weakened his vision of socialism.
In condemning revolution as 'impractical', he reduced socialism to a series of practical
legislative measures" (44). West even questioned the value of the Fabian movement
altogether by saying that "Fabianism did not stir passion, but stifled it" (45). T. F. Evans4
gives an overview of some of the criticism that was launched on Shaw "on the grounds
that, while he attacked the capitalist system from a professedly socialist standpoint, he did
not, in effect, propose any serious or substantial change in the system" (12). Evans quotes
from Christopher Caudwell's essay "A Study of the Bourgeois Superman," in which
Caudwell admits that Shaw was able to "attack destructively all bourgeois institutions," but
accuses him of not offering any viable solutions for the future (12). And more importantly,
Shaw "adhered to Fabianism with its bourgeois traditions and its social respectability" (12).
Clearly, core Marxists refused to acknowledge Shaw's belief in the possibility of
approaching social transformation in ways that did not involve the mobilization of the
proletariat against the capitalist bourgeoisie. My assertion is, however, that Shaw was
always devoted to upsetting "bourgeois traditions" and "social respectability" from within
the established system and to infiltrating those institutions he was part of and knew best.
As he said of himself,
I regard much current morality as too economic and sexual relations as
disastrously wrong; and I regard certain doctrines of the Christian religion
as understood in England to-day with abhorrence. I write plays with the
deliberate object of converting the nation to my opinion in these matters. I
have no other effectual incentive to write plays. (qtd. in Holroyd Pursuit
80)
Shaw viewed his work as a "persistent struggle to force the public to reconsider their
morals" (80), a perspective that is not representative of watered-down socialism, as critics
would have it, but of a persistent devotion to anti-bourgeois goals.
Surprisingly, despite Shaw's ultimate withdrawal from scientific socialism, some
of the most prominent hard-line Marxists, such as Georg Lukacs, admire him. Lukacs
discriminates between the political implications of different aspects of Shaw's writing and
observes that, "[s]ociologically speaking, we could say that Shaw writes the comedy of
'Uberbau' [superstructure]; he offers a socialist, Marxist perspective on history and its
causes, and the dissonance between human visions and the disenchanted world men create
and inhabit" (Kadarkay 127). To Lukacs, Shaw's primary aim and achievement is "the5
removal of tragedy from life and art" (126), and he praises the dramatist as "the most
radical unmasker in the whole of modern literature" (125). The approach Lukacs takes to
Shaw as an artist as well as an activist enables him to see the playwright as anything but an
ineffectual armchair Fabian and instead as an aesthetic conduit to providing the masses with
scientific knowledge of the real world. Before Shaw could arrive at such heights of
socialist achievement, however, he had to undergo a long and diverse formation of
character and thinking from his Dublin roots to the English stage.'
The beginnings of Shaw's career as a political activist lie far back in his childhood
and in observations he made while growing up in Ireland. As a boy, he witnessed the
misery in the Dublin slums, which caused him to develop a strident chauvinism against
poverty--a view he would someday incorporate directly into Major Barbara. This
conviction persisted so intensely in Shaw that he considered poverty as a pervasive cause
of all social evils and, in Michael Holroyd's words, "a crime responsible not only for
prostitution, but lovelessness" (Search 27). Even though Shaw was exposed to various
vague socialist ideas and had joined a number of London sociopolitical and artistic societies
by his twenties, he had a crucial experience in 1882. That year, his attendance of Henry
George's lecture and his subsequent reading of this American economist's book Progress
and Poverty made Shaw realize "the importance of 'the economic basis' of society and of
human existence itself, and the path of his entire life was given direction" (Evans 3). By
1883, Shaw finally found a political theory to which he could attach his social concerns
when he encountered the writings of Karl Marx. His first reading of the French translation
of Das Kapital, he later wrote in a letter to his biographer Hesketh Pearson, "was the
turning point in my career. Marx was a revelation...He opened my eyes to the facts of
history and civilization, gave me an entirely fresh conception of the universe, provided me
with a purpose and a mission in life" (qtd. in Holroyd Search 130). As Shaw said, Das
Kapital "achieved the greatest feat of which a book is capable--that of changing the minds
of the people who read it," and he also called it "the only book that ever turned me upside6
down" (130). His enthusiasm about Marx's book did not mean that Shaw unequivocally
accepted Marxist theory; on the contrary, in 1887, he devoted a good portion of a review of
Das Kapital to criticism of Marx's views. His main quarrel lay with the German's labor
theory of value; Shaw preferred the ideas of Stanley Jevons, whose economics eventually
formed the basis of Fabian economic theory. While Marx proposed that the value of a
commodity is determined by the labor involved in producing it, Jevons incorporated in his
theory the dependence of the value of a commodity on supply and demand as well as on its
utility for the user (Holroyd Search 178). But leaving such disagreements aside, Shaw
admired Das Kapital for "the extraordinary picture of modern industrialism which gives the
book its main force and fascination" (qtd. in Evans 4). He was now a flesh-and-blood
socialist, and he could finally shape his thoughts with even more focus and structure to
prepare them for the political platform.
Shaw found this platform in the Fabian Society.2 Initially attracted to the Fabians
by their first tract, Why are the Many Poor?, he attended his first Society meeting in 1884,
scribbling the now famous note on the minutes: "This meeting was made memorable by the
first appearance of Bernard Shaw" (qtd. in MacKenzie 30). What appealed to him in
Fabianism was not merely the socialist vision, but also the circle of people active in the
Society, mostly middle-class intellectuals. He genuinely admired Sidney Webb--"the ablest
man I ever knew" (qtd. in Evans 5)--whom he had met in 1881 and later introduced to the
Fabian Society. Webb, together with his wife Beatrice, eventually emerged as the leader of
the Fabians.
Working with the British intelligentsia to effect changes in the middle class pleased
Shaw's self-perception as an activist, but it did not force him to abandon his own middle-
class standards of living. Shaw openly admitted that "the apparent reason" for founding a
separate society rather than joining the Socialist League or the Social Democratic
Federation -the leading socialist groups of the day--was that those interested in Fabianism
"were then middle-class all through, rank and file as well as leaders, whereas the League7
and Federation were quite proletarian in their rank and file" (Essays 126). This is not to
imply that Shaw entirely disrespected the lower classes; his ultimate goal was still to
improve living conditions for the poor by changing the economic system. He came to the
conclusion, however, that the oppressed poor are hard to reach with political activism and
thus often remain apathetic, and that the middle class, the "enlightened minority," are in the
key position to effect change. As he said in a lecture published in The Christian Socialist,
this minority "will have to overcome the active resistance of the proprietors, and the inertia
of the masses" (qtd. in West 40). He goes on to predict, "Now if Socialism be not made
respectable and formidable by the support of our class--if it be left entirely to the poor, then
the proprietors will attempt to suppress it by such measures as they have already taken in
Austria and Ireland" (40). Connected to the Fabian middle-class mission is the idea of
"permeation," the slow and gradual influence exerted on society toward socialist ends; the
"Inevitability of Gradualness" (in the famous phrase coined by Webb), will lead to
convincing the powerful members of society through research and publications of the
necessity of social reform and of the right course of action. The use of established political
channels and legislative processes allows the Fabians to envision social and economic
changes while, at the same time, preserving well-functioning institutions without a violent
disruption of society--or, as West sees it from a Marxist perspective, "without struggle
against the capitalist class and its State" (36). As mentioned previously, West rejected
Shaw for his lack of "pure" Marxism, that is, for failing to work on changing society
through the economic base--the only way to abolish class structure permanently.
However, West was working within a Marxist line of thought that was not yet influenced
by Althusser and thus could not analyze Shaw from a socialist perspective with less focus
on economic revolution.
Perhaps the theoretical equivalent to Shaw's aestheticized politics, Althusser
changed the face of socialist thinking during the 1960s with his non-traditionalist re-reading
of Marx's writings.Althusser's theories are generally seen as a departure from basic8
Marxism, yet critics have been divided over how to position him within the larger context
of late Marxism. Catherine Gallagher summarizes Althusser's reception among American
Marxists: "For some, Althusserianism became a step toward re-Marxification, for others it
was a step toward the deconstructive critique of representation" (41).3Althusser
challenged core theories of Marxism--theories primarily related to ideology, epistemology,
and the dynamics of the structure/superstructure complex--by approaching them from a
radically different perspective.In particular, his ideas of "overdetermination" and
"structural causality" introduced new interpretations as well as a new set of problems to
discuss. In reference to the base/superstructure-model, traditional Marxism centers around
the idea that "the economic 'base' is the sole determinant of all 'superstructures,' which are
nothing more than displacements of [the economic base] that differ only in the degree of the
transparency of the displacement" (Wess 127).Althusser, however, rejects this
reductionist belief and replaces it with his concept of overdetermination, defined by Alex
Callinicos as "the idea of a structure whose complexity, the mutual distinctness and
interdependence of its elements, is expressed through the way in which the economy
displaces the dominant role within the structure to a particular instance, organising the other
instances in terms of this structure in dominance" (51).In Althusser's concept, other
elements of the system, for example, art, philosophy, law, or subversive elements of
society attached to gender and race, are no longer immediately dependent on the economic
base (though ultimately, that is, "in the last instance" determined by it), but possess a
relative autonomy and may even take the economy's place in determining other elements.
With the theory of overdetermination, Althusser departs from Marx in crucial
aspects, and yet he also bases his concepts in part directly on Marx and Engels themselves.
In "Contradiction and Overdetermination," Althusser emphasizes that his two predecessors
never meant to imply that economy is the sole determinant of the superstructures, and he
supports this view with quotes from a letter by Engels: "Production is the determinant
factor, but only 'in the last instance': More than this neither Marx nor I have ever9
asserted.' Anyone who 'twists this' so that it says that the economic factor is the only
determinant factor, 'transforms that proposition into a meaningless, abstract, empty
phrase"' (For Marx 111-12). To explain this statement, Althusser goes on to quote Engels'
definition of base and superstructures:
'The economic situation is the basis, but the various elements of the
superstructure--the political forms of the class struggle and its results:...
juridical forms,...political, juristic, philosophical theories, religious
views...--also exercise their influence upon the course of the historical
struggles, and in many cases preponderate in determining their form. .1
(For Marx 112)
But if economy is no longer the sole determinant of the superstructures, its significance to
the system as a whole must inevitably shift. To Althusser, economy "coexists with other
levels in a complex interplay of determinations that [he] identifies with the term 'structural
causality' (Wess 128). In his own words, structural causality "can be entirely summed up
in the concept of 'Darstellung', the key epistemological concept of the whole Marxist
theory of value, the concept whose object is precisely to designate the mode of presence of
the structure in its effects, and therefore to designate structural causality itself' (Reading
Capital 188). Robert Wess further clarifies this complex term:
The key point about "structural causality"--in contrast to "expressive
causality," where one independent level causes all the others that express it
is that the ultimate cause is nowhere present as an independent element. The
"structural cause" is absent, appearing only in its effects--that is, in the
consequences of the interplay among the relatively autonomous levels that
constitute the structure. (128)
As a consequence of structural causality and overdetermination, the relationship of
superstructures becomes considerably more flexible than it was before.
Reminiscent of Shaw's politics, Althusserian theory leads to the notion that the
economy is not the only level on which changes in society depend; history can now be
determined through various channels, and socialist goals can be accomplished not only by
working immediately on the economic level, that is, on moving the proletariat to revolution,10
but also by influencing the subjective consciousness through literature or education, which
reach a broad spectrum of classes in society. In these concrete institutions -all expressions
of the superstructure--ideology is at work, now also freed by overdetermination from its
dependence on and determination by the economic base and thus turned into a "floating"
factor, into an element that determines and is determined by every other element of the
structure. If we further pursue this line of thought, a consequence that must follow from
an autonomous ideology (or ideologies) is that the identification and definition of the
dominant ideology now proves even more difficult precisely because ideology permeates
every part of life. Althusser expresses this same thought in "Marxism and Humanism"
when he states that "ideology is as such an organic part of every social totality....And I
am not going to steer clear of the crucial question: historical materialism cannot conceive
that even a communist society could ever do without ideology, be it ethics, art or 'world
outlook' (For Marx 232). Ideology appears in innumerable shapes and intensities, and
one has to practice incessant self-observation in order not to "fall victim" to it oneself.
Further, in "Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses," Althusser sets forth his
theory that the governing State, and thus the ruling class, maintains its power through
various state apparatuses. One kind, the ideological state apparatuses, finds its concrete
representation in social institutions, such as religion, education, the family, and cultural and
political institutions, and "no class can hold State power over a long period without at the
same time exercising its hegemony over and in the State Ideological Apparatuses"
(Lenin 146). A consequence of this is that these apparatuses can become sites of
contention in a power struggle between the oppressive and the subversive groups in a
society. Another new perspective that Althusser introduced with his theory of ideology is
the "interpellation of individuals as subjects," which means that ideology "hails" concrete
individuals who recognize themselves as concrete subjects of the ideology. Althusser also
notes that, because ideology is eternal, "individuals are always-already subjects" (Lenin
176), even as they are created by interpellation. In the late twentieth century, then, as11
Gallagher implies, Althusser's ideas of the timeless and permeative nature of ideologies and
the interpellation of subjects have become essential to the self-definition of cultural theory
and, in the realm of literary criticism, to New Historicism, and have taken the form of "a
hermeneutics of suspicion" (43). In connection to overdetermination/structural causality
and Shaw, an autonomous ideology also means that one has the opportunity to work
against the dominant ideology on a number of levels and in all aspects of life and no longer
merely through the economic determinant. In turn, one can make use of an ideological
apparatus--such as literature or nationalism--and shape it and interpellate subjects according
to one's views, and ultimately influence the economic base, which is determinant "in the
last instance."
An opposing voice with post-Marxist views of Shaw, Terry Eagleton, a former
student of Althusser's, generally considers the literature produced by lower middle-class
Fabian ideology as a failure, and he criticizes Shaw for his Lamarckianism (in terms of
Shaw's naturalist concepts of the Life Force and Creative Evolution) (Heathcliff 325-26).4
However, if we hold Shaw to Eagleton's literary theory and his requirements for "good"
literature, he actually lives up to these standards. Eagleton emphasizes the importance of
Marxist criticism as an agent in the larger process of reaching the goals of liberation from
capitalism: "If it is a mistake to confine Marxist criticism to the academic archives it is
because it has, its significant, if not central, role to play in the transformation of human
societies" (Marxism vii-viii).Moreover, Eagleton's Marxism is valuable because it
explains the relationship between art and politics as elements of the superstructure and their
common relationship to the economic reality (the base) in which a work is produced. In
Eagleton's paraphrase of Althusser's ideas, "art gives us the experience of [a] situation,
which is equivalent to ideology. But by doing this, it allows us to 'see' the nature of that
ideology, and thus begins to move us towards that full understanding of ideology which is
scientific knowledge" (Marxism 18).Indeed, one of Shaw's techniques of revealing
ideology in his plays is to provide readers with the experience of conversation. Shaw is, of12
course, known for drawn-out abstract dialogues--for instance, the "Don Juan in Hell" -
scene in Man and Superman--which allow readers to partake in the thinking processes of
his dramatic characters in the hope of exposing the often ridiculous and biased
sociopolitical beliefs of his contemporaries.
Incorporating politics into his art to expose the ideology of British society was
always one of Shaw's primary goals and concerns.As Evans puts it simply but
effectively, "For him there was no such thing as art separate from politics or politics
separate from art" (2). Evans elaborates on this point by reminding us of Shaw's own
explanations about Widowers' Houses: "[H]e declared that the play was, in reality, a
lesson in political economy and that he could not guarantee success unless he was allowed
to have a blackboard on stage at one point, the better to teach that lesson to the audience"
(7). From a Marxist-Althusserian critical perspective, then, even Eagleton would have to
admit that Shaw's works indeed fulfill some of the basic principles of how art should
function in politics and in the larger fight for economic equality.In his own time,
however, Shaw was not only straddling the political fence, but also the artistic fence.
Ironically, taking into account this current discussion, he was often questioned as an artist
because he was "too political":
[Henry Arthur] Jones thought that Shaw was not enough of a literary man
and too much of a politician. Shaw replied. He was a politician, he
explained crisply, because he believed in efficiency and did not concern
himself merely with narrow abstract "literary" values. It was because he
was a politician that he could go to the heart of matters which left other
dramatists mouthing platitudes. In other words, it was because he was a
politician that his plays were about something, and therefore better plays.
(Evans 8)
Shaw was never willing to think of all elements involved in organizing social life as
"watertight compartments," as he would put it, which needed to be kept separate; on the
contrary, they are all interconnected in a complex system and influence each other.
Placed in the context of Althusser's ideas and the consequences they have on the
theoretical level of historical materialism, as well as on the practical level of the functioning13
of social activism, our view of Shaw as a socialist changes in fundamental ways. With his
belief that society can be altered by enlightening the middle class through literature, the
theater, and public lectures, Shaw re-read Marx along Althusserian lines almost eighty
years before the French Marxist published his theories. Therefore, a revision of the nature
and significance of Shaw's literary and political import is necessary and can potentially
offer some solutions to the debate surrounding the questions of how much and what sort of
socialist Shaw was. However, an evaluation of this kind must also confront certain aspects
of Shaw's art that would appear to directly refuse him any form of a Marxist mantle,
namely, his nationalism.
Throughout his life, Shaw never missed an opportunity to emphasize his Irishness,
an inalienable trait in his eyes, because "[e]ternal is the fact that the human creature born in
Ireland and brought up in its air is Irish" (Matter 294). One way of drawing attention to his
nationality took shape in his refusal to show respect for the English national anthem or to
drink to the health of the British monarch even after Ireland's independence. The
detrimental effects of British colonial rule on both the Irish economy and psyche were
lifelong thorns in his side. Shaw incessantly concerned himself with issues surrounding
his home country, impressively demonstrated in The Matter with Ireland, a collection of
Shaw's writings on political and social questions about Ireland spanning the time from
September 1886 to July 1950. Thus, the more Shaw emerges as someone who was
intensely focused on Ireland as an individual country and particularly on its nationalist
issues--in direct opposition to basic Marxism and socialism- -the more pressing the question
becomes of what kind of socialist he really was.
Despite the preoccupation with his own nationality and his country, Shaw has
rarely been acknowledged by either his contemporaries or by later critics as someone who
furthered the nationalist cause of Ireland. In contrast to other celebrated Irish writers,
Shaw chose to live and work in England, a logical choice for him based on the fact that the
English language was spoken in London. But this circumstance either made his audiences14
forget altogether that he was Irish and call him the "great British playwright," or it fed
perceptions of him as a "traitor" in his country of origin. The impression that he did not
care for Ireland is further supported by Shaw's own statements. Most famously, he
explained that he left Dublin because he was not "enamored of failure, of poverty, of
obscurity, and of the ostracism and contempt which these imply" and which were yet all the
city had to offer "to the enormity of my conscious ambition" (Matter 9). Dublin had no
career opportunities and thus no future to offer. Consequently, as Shaw put it, "Every
Irishman who felt that his business in life was on the higher planes of the cultural
professions felt that he must have a metropolitan domicile and an international culture: that
is, he felt that his first business was to get out of Ireland. I had the same feeling" (Matter
10). Though harsh, Shaw's criticism of Ireland, similar to James Joyce's, ultimately stems
from the deep care he felt as an expatriate observing his home country from a distance.
One reason for his leaving Ireland might indeed be found in Shaw's sensitivity to
his culture's sufferings rather than in a crass bourgeois interest in monetary gratification.
Holroyd paints a picture of the young Shaw as a sensitive and shy boy, who was too
literary and too quiet to be accepted by his rougher peers. All of the Shaw children were
emotionally neglected by their mother, in particular "Sonny," the only boy, because in his
mother's eyes, "he was an inferior little male animal tainted with all the potential
weaknesses of her husband" (Search 16). This treatment led to his desperate desire for
attention -a desire that persisted throughout his life- -and attempts to please his mother, but
to no avail. Eventually, a "cult of generous impersonality," that is, emotional withdrawal
during most social interaction, became a way for him to resolve conflict (Search 19).
Given all this, it appears more logical that the dreariness and poverty of Dublin would pain
the greatly developed sensitivity of Shaw's conscience, and leaving Ireland was an obvious
solution to this problem. Even decades later, Shaw still reacted strongly to the harsh
realities of urban life in Ireland: "In 1876 I had enough of Dublin. James Joyce in his
Ulysses [sic] has described, with a fidelity so ruthless that the book is hardly bearable, the15
life that Dublin offers to its young men, or, if you prefer to put it the other way, that its
young men offer to Dublin" (Matter 8). Consequently, it seems to have been a professional
as well as an emotional necessity for Shaw to leave Ireland. Of course, the economic and
social situation of the lower classes which Shaw encountered in London was not much
better than in Ireland- -even worse, as he has himself pointed out more than once--but the
difference between the two places might lie in his nationalistic relation to Ireland. As he
says, "I can take an objective view of England, which no Englishman can. I could not take
an objective view of Ireland" (Matter ix). Shaw knew that staying immersed in his own
culture and its resurgent nationalism would have blinded him to the social and economic
realities not only of Ireland but of all nations. Indeed, he often saw his life as inextricably
linked to his home country, for Ireland leaves an indelible impression on those who are
"brought up in its air." As Shaw said about himself, "I have lived for twenty years in
Ireland and for seventy-two in England; but the twenty came first, and in Britain I am still a
foreigner and shall die one" (Matter 295). He was an outspoken supporter of Home Rule
and was grieved by the partition of Ireland (Matter ix-x). Without tiring of it, Shaw gave
advice in print and speech to the Irish on subjects ranging from how to live as a nation to
strategies for improving the economy.
Undoubtedly, Shaw harbored strong patriotic feelings for Ireland, which, in
combination with his incessant involvement with Irish matters, can be viewed as his own
discrete kind of nationalism, a side of his thinking that literary critics rarely acknowledge.
David H. Greene and Dan H. Laurence simply hold that Shaw "renounced Irish
nationalism per se and ridiculed the nationalist myth that the Irish were God's chosen
people and that the English were monsters" (Matter xiv). This is in essence true, but
Greene and Laurence see Shaw too much in relation to the cultural nationalism of the Irish
Revival with its retrospective views and "artificial resuscitation of the Gaelic language"
(xiv), among other things, that he indeed strongly rejected. Along the same lines, but for a
different reason, Harold Ferrar states that "Shaw refused ever to pay even lip service to16
nationalism, for nationalism was a symptom of separation and competition, a product of
capitalism, and a manifestation of the fallen world of poverty and war" (32-33). Although
these observations have valid points, they make the mistake of trying to pin down Shaw's
attitude toward nationalism without leaving room for variation. Thus, they ignore that he is
far too complicated a thinker to combine a socialism of enormous complexity with an easily
definable, black-and-white perspective on nationalism.
In his analysis of Shaw's nationalist impulses, Tramble T. Turner is less
monolithic. He draws on George Mills Harper, who identifies different expressions of
"nationalism" in turn-of-the-century Ireland, ranging from the militant, revolutionist
nationalism of Maud Gonne and Padraic Pearse to the more abstract "intellectual
nationalism" of Thomas Davis. Turner goes on to say, "Shaw, however, approaching the
subject at neither extreme, placed little value on 'nationalism' as a goal in itself' (59). By
referring to Harper, Turner acknowledges the complexity of the abstract concept of
nationalism itself as well as that of Shaw's idiosyncratic nationalism. As he notices
correctly, nationalism as a goal in itself was of little value, or even wrong, to the socialist
Shaw, hence his aversion to the cultural nationalism of the Irish Revival with its mythical
and romantic notions centering only on Ireland and lacking in any realistic political
considerations beyond its own pale. Despite a general disinterest in nationalist advances on
the part of socialists, the dire politico-economic situation in Ireland was indeed on the
agendas of their debates, especially in the 1860s, when Marx himself commented on
Ireland numerous times, in particular denouncing the dilatory English landlordism of
Ireland.But Ireland not only served as yet another example of British capitalist
exploitation, but it also held greater significance to Marx, for "[h]e considered the solution
of the Irish question as the solution of the English, and the English as the solution of the
European" (Marx 413). Interestingly, he admitted the importance of dealing with national
issues before moving to any truly socialist, international concerns.17
Even though the kind of cultural myopia displayed by the Irish Renaissance
movement signifies why nationalism often proves dangerous as a goal in itself, Shaw
realizes that nationalist sentiments will inevitably arise in a population preoccupied with its
own liberation. In his "Preface for Politicians," Shaw compares the oppressed nation to a
man with a broken arm who can think of nothing else but to set the broken arm right, and
only then he can think of things other than his arm (John xxxvi). A nation's preoccupation
with overcoming oppression becomes the center of Peter Archer's discussion of "Shaw and
the Irish Question." Considering "nationalist sympathies" as a matter of course in Shaw,
the member of the Irish Protestant Ascendancy (123), Archer offers the most differentiated
analysis of Shaw's view of the nature of nationalism. He explains, "Nationalism for Shaw
is not a crusade for social justice. It is a stage through which a people which perceives
itself as enslaved must pass" (120).In accordance with this view, Shaw "saw Irish
nationalism as an ephemeral obstacle which, once satisfied, would make way for real
political debate in Ireland. When the nationalist aspirations were fulfilled, the Irish would
turn their attention to the questions which, for other peoples, constitute the stuff of politics"
(121). Moving away from nationalism as a concept that is either rejected or accepted in its
entirety, Archer most closely echoes Shaw even though he does not draw on Shaw's prose
arguments which directly discuss nationalism as a necessary step on a nation's way to
freedom.
In his 1888 book review "A Crib For Home Rulers," Shaw argues that
Inlationalism is surely an incident of organic growth, not an invention. ...We shall have
to accept the growth of nationalism" (Matter 21). He views nationalism as a natural and
thus unpreventable development, which progresses in the following way:
[W]e have to face an inevitable order of social growth. First, the individual
will have his personal liberty...Then he will enlarge his social
consciousness from his individual self to the nation of which he is a unit;
and he will have his national liberty as he had his personal liberty...The
third step is the federation of nationalities; but you cannot induce him to
forgo the achievement of national independence on the ground that
international federation is a step higher. He knows by instinct that if his18
foot missed that one rung of the ladder, he would not reach the higher rung,
but would rather be precipitated into the abyss; and so it comes that there is
no federating nationalities without first realizing them. (23)
Here, Shaw presents an explanation of the past and the present as well as a vision for the
future of Ireland and all other nations. Proposing the necessity of a gradual development-
similar to how Marx gauged the significance of solving the Irish question to the larger
European context--Shaw makes a point to note that the climb on the ladder does not end
with the second step but that it must continue in order to arrive at full success, and also that
a nation cannot jump from the first rung of the ladder to the third. Most socialists would
agree with Shaw on the necessity of personal freedom and of a closer cooperation of
nations on an international level, but any achievement of nationalistic goals would
simultaneously be anathema to them.In this point, Shaw differs once again from
mainstream socialism by approaching the matter from a unique perspective: he refuses to
fault those who have nationalist feelings but looks at the reason for these feelings. To him,
as long as this reason, namely the oppression of a nation by another, persists, nationalism
will grow, but it may also lead to social liberation. Since nationalistic feelings are thus a
necessary step in a larger movement toward an international federation, it is illogical and
unnatural to ignore these feelings or to condemn them, merely because they are antithetical
to an abstract theory.
The combination of Shaw's lifelong concern with Ireland and his notion that
nationalism has a certain value to achieving social liberation points not to a phobia of
nationalism, but to an odd brand of nationalism in itself. Even though Ferrar does not see
nationalism as part of Shaw's ambitions, he significantly connects nationalism with
socialism (as the opposition of capitalism) and a concept of spirituality ("the fallen world,
the world of poverty and war"). For Shaw, all of these elements of life are connected, too,
but are not necessarily irreconcilable. Indeed, it is important to realize that nationalism and
spirituality--for Shaw in the form of the Life Force and Creative Evolution--function as
crucial parts of the long fight toward a socialist society, and, thus, they also become pivotal19
elements in understanding Shaw's art and politics. Perhaps the most fruitful means of
analysis toward grasping his complex perspective of these issues is the reading of three of
Shaw's most seminal plays, Man and Superman, John Bull's Other Island, and Major
Barbara. Ironically, very few critics have dealt with these plays as a group, even though
Shaw called them "the big three" in a 1919 letter to his German editor, Siegfried Trebitsch
(qtd. in Dukore 33).
In the prefatory note to the American 1915 and 1916 revival of Barbara, Shaw also
called these works "a group of three plays of exceptional weight and magnitude on which
the reputation of the author as a serious dramatist was first established, and still mainly
rests" (McDowell 542). Despite this clear indication by the author himself of the plays'
significance, they have not received equal attention over the course of time. Even though
Superman has clearly been seen as the play which most directly explains Shaw's idea of the
Life Force and Barbara has elicited the most voluminous commentary of all of Shaw's
works, the critical response to John Bull in the literary community is remarkably limited,
and the play is regarded as one of Shaw's "neglected plays" (Shaw Review 7). However,
John Bull, the only Shaw play set in Ireland and openly dealing with Anglo-Irish relations,
becomes central to a discussion of nationalism as considerably more important to
understanding Shaw than is commonly admitted.
Even though "the big three" are well suited for a re-reading of Shaw, especially in
terms of nationalism and spirituality, these issues have only insufficiently been discussed.
J. L. Wisenthal points out numerous thematic interrelations between the three plays, but he
still deals with each play in separate chapters (Marriage 18). Paul Nadler acknowledges
that Superman, John Bull, and Barbara form a series "dealing with both spiritual and
political issues" (520) and identifies the common thread tying the plays together: "In each
of these plays the main characters are changed by new environments: Tanner flees (or
pursues?) the life force from England to Spain; Broadbent is transformed by his journey to
Ireland; and Barbara and Undershaft visit each other's worlds as part of their spiritual20
searches" (520). After this brief excursion into the plays as a group, however, Nadler
moves on to discuss only John Bull.
An unexpected source for an evaluation of the group of plays is Pierson's historical
study of socialist movements in Britain. He foregrounds "the big three" as crucial to
Shaw's development as a socialist, and especially as a Fabian, and uses the plays to
illustrate that, parallel to his evolution as an artist, Shaw began to differ more and more
from his Fabian colleagues (106). Given this assertion, Pierson comes to the conclusion
that "Shaw generally succeeded in separating his work as an artist-prophet from that of the
political reformer" (112). However, with this statement, he implies that Shaw wanted to
separate these two personas and that, as he also argues, Shaw had no choice but to separate
the two because he increasingly disagreed with Fabian ideals, although he continued to
work for the Society. Further, Pierson fails to acknowledge that, to Shaw, a separation of
art and politics did not exist, a point made above. As Evans puts it succinctly, "Shaw was
always to combine to an unrivaled extent his literary interests and activities on the one hand
and, on the other hand, the closest absorption, practical and theoretical, with the means by
which humanity organized itself into societies and managed and governed those societies"
(2). Shaw's art is unthinkable without his politics.
A more detailed analysis--and to my knowledge the only article specifically dealing
with the plays as a group--is conducted by Bernard F. Dukore, in "Shaw's 'Big Three," a
useful overview of the host of themes that link Superman, John Bull, and Barbara. Most
importantly, he attempts to reconcile the contradictions in Shaw's political views:
On the short range Shaw votes as a Fabian does; on the longer range he
plans socialist revolution; but he has a still longer range: to help the Life
Force work toward Superman. On this range peaceful Fabianism and
warlike barricadism are futile.Further progress requires a new type of
human being, the Superman. (46-47)
Dukore goes on to argue that Shaw inscribed these core ideas in the three plays: "In
Superman Shaw presents the theory, in John Bull the status quo to be fought, and in21
Barbara a recapitulation of both plus the culminating, anticipated fusion of change from
without as well as within" (47). However, the plays not only present theoretical visions of
Creative Evolution, but also discuss possible outcomes of the experiment of the Life Force.
As Dukore concludes, "Superman shows possibilities of success and failure for the Life
Force in the frame play and an abstract success in the inner play. John Bull dramatizes a
probable failure, Major Barbara a possible success" (64). Critics generally agree that
Superman is Shaw's manifesto of his Lamarckian ideas, and Dukore manages to sustain
this common view while, at the same time, responding to other nuances in the plays.
Dukore's analysis of the plays as a group may indeed be convincing when one
concentrates on the Life Force as the main theme. As soon as one includes other issues in
the discussion, however, the overall picture of what the plays express changes. For
example, it is true that John Bull seems to show that the Life Force could fail miserably if
looked at only in relation to Creative Evolution, but the play clearly explores more themes
than this, in particular political topics surrounding the fate of a nation, Ireland. Connecting
the discussion of the Life Force to the politics of the play, John Bull emerges as a clear
admonition to peoples and countries rather than as an argument that the Life Force may be a
doomed concept. Shaw does not ignore the possibility of failure, but it is unlikely that he
doubted his evolutionary belief to such an extent that he would lose faith in the functioning
of its basic principles. Instead, John Bull should be understood as a warning to Western
societies of the increasing severity of their social, political, and economic situation and as
advice to them to act with "common sense." The play shows what could happen to a
society that chooses to act with mere capitalistic sense. This possible negative future
development, however, would not be a failure of the Life Force, but a failure of the human
beings who constitute social systems and who mold ideological state apparatuses to their
preference, which obviously contains the risk that capitalist forces or permanent
nationalistic forces will more strongly interpellate subjects than Shavian socialism. What
becomes clear in this example, then, is the necessity not only to look at the plays as a22
group, as both Pierson and Dukore have, but also to discuss them in relation to a number
of combined themes rather than to selected issues.
Aside from the few critics who have read "the big three" as a group, the plays have,
of course, been analyzed individually. As mentioned above, literary criticisms typically
consider Superman to be Shaw's credo of Creative Evolution, the explanation of his idea of
the Life Force and its consequences in an individual's life.Jack Tanner and Ann
Whitefield embody the workings of the Life Force, and their marital union at the end of the
play is the symbolic step toward the creation of the Superman (Wisenthal Marriage 51).
According to Shaw's classification of people in three categories--Realists, Idealists, and
Philistines -in The Quintessence of Ibsenism, Tanner is identified as the intellectual, self-
conscious Realist, who is pursued by the instinctive, predatory Philistine Ann (Wisenthal
Marriage 39, 32). The "Don Juan in Hell"-scene stands for the abstract philosophy of the
Life Force and exemplifies its theoretical success in opposition to its actual functioning in
the comedy (Wisenthal Marriage 23-24).
The last play in the group of "the big three," Major Barbara, moves from playing
out the theoretical and practical sides of the Life Force to predominantly economic and
social matters. Shaw does not leave spirituality and religion completely aside, though;
while he explores the ineffectuality of such religious organizations as the Salvation Army,
he asks whether physical or spiritual salvation is more important and which of the two we
should try to reach first. In terms of Realists, Idealists, and Philistines, the most difficult
character to label is Andrew Undershaft, the capitalist weapons manufacturer without
whose money neither his family nor the Salvation Army nor his factory workers could
survive. While Holroyd identifies "Barbara [as] the idealist, Cusins [as] the realist and
Undershaft [as] the philistine" (Pursuit 110), Wisenthal attributes both Realist and
Philistine characteristics to Undershaft, and Richard F. Dietrich groups Undershaft with the
Realists (155). Holroyd also draws on the historical circumstances of the day: "Booth had
founded the Salvation Army in 1878 to make war on poverty. Though Britain was still at23
the summit of her imperial power, much of her population existed on the edge of
destitution. It was this paradox that Shaw investigated in his play using, as a symbol of
Imperialist prosperity, the armaments industry" (Pursuit 104). Relating Barbara to a
similar issue, Patricia Pugh states that "it is possible to see the play as an allegory of
competing empires" (112), thus drawing the most unusual conclusion.
In stark contrast to Barbara, John Bull has received the least critical attention of "the
big three." Critics usually relegate this to the play's topicality, which stamped it as out-
dated as soon as the political circumstances in Ireland changed with the passing of the Third
Home Rule Bill in 1912. But Shaw's Irish play has not entirely escaped attention. The
critics who have chosen John Bull for a discussion focus on a variety of issues, including
Anglo-Irish politics, the play's reception history, manuscript changes, and Shaw's
relationship with W. B. Yeats and the Irish Renaissance.5 John Bull is commonly seen as
an exploration of the relationship between England and Ireland, in which Shaw, as he said
himself, wanted to produce "a very uncompromising presentment of the real old Ireland"
(Arms 124) and teach English audiences a lesson about the Irish as well as teach the Irish a
lesson about themselves (Arms 124-25).
Some of the more recent discussions of John Bull concentrate on Shaw's
construction and deconstruction of Irishness. He does this, for example, by building up
the image of the Irish idyll only to undermine it with the bitter reality of the very prosaic
Anglo-Irish relations (Nadler 523). Equally, the Stage Irish character is employed and then
deconstructed with the goal of "disturb[ing] every audience expectation" and of "reject[ing]
all the clichés of Irish romance by exploiting them and demonstrating their hollowness"
(Jenckes 124). Norma Jenckes aligns herself with the dominant critical view that Shaw
wrote John Bull to show the true character of the Irish, but, at the same time, she connects
his deconstructive techniques to a larger political purpose. Martin Meisel also concentrates
on politics for his analysis, using Shaw's involvement with the Fabian Society to examine
parallels between Shaw's real-life friendship with Sidney Webb and the partnership of the24
protagonists, Tom Broadbent and Larry Doyle. Drawing on Shaw's personal friendship
with the Webbs, Meisel sheds an interesting light on the male "working partnership," but
although he addresses the political advice Shaw gives with his play, he fails to draw from
the political Shaw-Webb partnership, which could have provided a rich source for his
analysis.
Any discussion concentrating only on one aspect in a play or only on one play by
itself necessarily misses the opportunity to reveal the interesting interconnections between
the three plays on an economic, sociopolitical, and spiritual level. The particular challenge
for a re-evaluation of Shaw lies in the question of how we can reconcile his socialism with
his nationalistic traits and his concept of spirituality, all of which would seem antithetical to
basic scientific socialism. The key to answering this question is an analysis of Superman,
John Bull, and Barbara as a group of plays, in which Shaw discusses topics that seem
equally disconnected: Superman explains Creative Evolution; John Bull concerns itself with
Irish national issues; Barbara evaluates the respective worth of institutional religion and
capitalism to society and the individual. But precisely through their distant thematic poles,
the plays gain significance as representatives of the whole of Shaw's economic theory and
his social and religious philosophies. To Shaw, a society could only be successful under
an international socialist system, which could only be reached by solving national problems
first. But neither could a society be successful without physical, intellectual, and spiritual
development of the individual. Spiritual salvation would come in the form of the religion
of "common sense" and the Life Force, which, in turn, would lead to physical and
intellectual salvation through the creation of the Superman. With this inclusive approach to
analyzing the world as a system of interdependent elements, Shaw practices the socialist
theories which Althusser would later formulate as overdetermination and structural
causality. My assertion here is that a fruitful positioning of Shaw as a socialist needs to
dispense with "neat" categories to label his views. Only a reading of Superman, John Bull,
and Barbara as a group can explain--along Althusserian lines--the oppositional elements in25
these plays as necessary parts of the Shavian vision. Shaw stepped far beyond basic
socialism and shaped the seeming contradictions into a unified view that calls for a non-
capitalistic combination of social relations, religion, and state.26
2. "A conquered nation is like a man with cancer"
Nationalism and the Development of Societies Toward Socialism
After all, the salvation of the world depends on the men
who will not take evil good-humoredly,
and whose laughter destroys the fool instead of encouraging him.
--Shaw, "Quintessence of Ibsenism"
One approach toward understanding Shaw's contradictory vision is to begin with
an examination of his nationalism, the aspect which seems to be least reconcilable with his
socialism and which criticism has neglected most. Not only his critics, but also many of
Shaw's contemporaries and fellow-countrymen have failed to acknowledge his
contributions toward both the independence and the further cultural and political
development of Ireland.In 1946, when Shaw was offered the Honorary Freedom of
Dublin--a recognition to honor the achievements of the city's native son--a Dublin
councilor, disapproving of this decision, asked what the playwright had done for Ireland
and suggested, "An occasional long-distance wisecrack--that is all I can find" (Matter 293).
This city councilor was apparently not familiar enough with Shaw's journalistic writings.
Considering that by 1946, his ninetieth year of life, he had commented consistently on Irish
matters for almost sixty years, it is difficult and inappropriate to dismiss these engaged
efforts as intermittent jokes without meaning or purpose. In addition to diminishing his
contributions to the Irish cause, the above quote also implies a reproach of Shaw for his
expatriation- -equal to a forfeiture of his right to criticism--and for not taking action in situ.
Another explanation for the reluctance of literary critics to see Shaw as a loyal
Irishman is the fact that the only play set in Ireland, John Bull's Other Island, cannot be
aligned with any of the proclaimed nationalistic plays mostly written for and performed by
the Abbey Theatre, primarily under the executive power and auspices of W. B. Yeats and
Lady Augusta Gregory. Shaw opened John Bull's 1907 "Preface for Politicians" with the
following statement: "John Bull's Other Island was written in 1904 at the request of Mr.
William Butler Yeats, as a patriotic contribution to the repertory of the Irish Literary27
Theatre. Like most people who have asked me to write plays, Mr. Yeats got rather more
than he bargained for" (John v, italics mine). Shaw was by no means exaggerating. The
play indeed contains more than the narrowly defined goals and themes of the cultural
nationalism of the Irish Renaissance movement, which largely centered around the dream
of recovering a lost Ireland with mythic folklore (enriched by nineteenth-century
imagination and symbolism), overstylized and romantic ideals of Irish peasants, and the
vision of a politically and spiritually independent Ireland that subsists on its Celtic
inheritance.Political goals, however, are not unequivocally accepted as points on the
agenda of the Gaelic Revival.John Hutchinson, for example, argues that cultural
nationalism has to be examined separately from political nationalism because the former
"has its own distinctive aims--the moral regeneration of the national community rather than
the achievement of an autonomous state" (9). Shaw, however, emphasized the importance
of Ireland's political independence as a prerequisite step toward a socialist world, a position
that further distanced him from the followers of cultural nationalism.6
Interestingly, though, Shaw thought of himself as fulfilling Yeats' request; in the
above passage from John Bull's preface, he does not state that he failed to make a "patriotic
contribution" but rather that he delivered more than what Yeats expected, an indication that
he considered his play to be indeed patriotic but also to exceed basic cultural nationalism.
The added substance, then, is his vision for a future "life after nationalism," a vision which
is not limited to Ireland but becomes an international program. Instead, in a way similar to
Marx's interpretation of the Irish question, Shaw understood Ireland "as one aspect of a
universal problem rather than as a unique one" (Turner 63).In John Bull, Ireland
functions as a model for all European countries and even for nations all over the world, as
Shaw's own comment on the inclusiveness of the play demonstrates: "Just consider my
subject--the destiny of nations!" (qtd. in McDowell 545). He chose his homeland because
he was naturally familiar with its idiosyncrasies and was genuinely interested in its fate as a
nation. However, in the play, Ireland serves as a negative model, that is, as a warning for28
what could occur if individual populations fail to recognize the deceivingly successful, if
temporary, nature of nationalism and do not strive for the creation of a global community
and a new kind of human being.
Keeping this Shavian long-term goal in mind, one realizes that John Bull is not
merely a discussion of the values and dangers of nationalism. Yeats "got rather more than
he bargained for" not only because Shaw reveals the negative consequences and the
narrowness of nationalistic endeavors, but also because John Bull is only one side of
Shaw's larger discussion in "the big three." Thus, his demand for more goes far beyond
widening the range of goals. With the entire group of plays, Shaw calls for the far more
earth-shattering construction (through evolution) of a new humanity, which starts with
abandoning short-sighted business interests as well as traditional concepts of "race" and
nationality, and requires the reshaping of our entire way of thinking about international
socialist goals. The revolution he envisions does not take place in the barricaded streets of
our cities but in our minds--in our wills and our thinking--and has far-reaching
consequences beyond both nationalism and revolutionary Marxism.
For Shaw, a necessary step toward reaching this future is to work against his
contemporaries' assumptions about the structures and workings of society, a task he
undertakes in John Bull. He situates his lessons in political science and economy in a
topical context, one of the reasons that many critics have failed to see the long-term validity
of Shaw's argument. The play reflects the socioeconomic developments in nineteenth-
century Ireland as well as its very recent history of the beginning twentieth century.
Through the process of industrialization, the Famine, and the land wars, social conditions
in both England and Ireland had worsened considerably in both urban and rural areas
(Fallis 76). Irish families struggled daily with the realities of exile, especially after the
Famine, and "the dream of returning home powerfully informed much of the popular drama
and music of the period" produced in exile (Jenckes 118). Shaw carefully sets the play in
the summer of 1904, since it is important that the actions take place after the Land Purchase29
Act, or Wyndham Land Act, of 1903, which "forced landlords to sell their entire estates to
their tenants if three-quarters of the tenants wished to buy" (Fa llis 74). The protagonists
Tom Broadbent and Larry Doyle encounter the consequences of the Land Act when they
arrive at Rosscullen, Doyle's Irish home town. The former tenants and peasants are now
landowners, and, as Doyle argues, they will establish a "new aristocracy" among
themselves, a system more cruel and oppressive for those at the bottom of the hierarchy
than English or Anglo-Irish rule (Arms 200-201). Even though Doyle functions as Shaw's
mouthpiece with this statement, their respective responses to this situation differ. Doyle,
ultimately a businessman not an Irishman, draws the conclusion that the Irish need
guidance from a civil engineer, who knows how to develop Rosscullen's economic
prospects and can provide work and a source of income for all levels of the local society.
For Shaw, however, this potential economic freedom of the lower classes and their ability
to own land is only a limited independence from the moneyed upper classes, and not an
actual freedom from the true source of the problem--capitalism. Only a socialist society
could overcome capitalism, and only a Shavian society could, in addition, guarantee the
new definition and purpose of a nation and its people, which is necessary to reach a world
of social equality.
For a society to develop toward this future world--and Shaw demonstrates this
point using the example of Ireland -it needs to overcome those culturally constructed
boundaries that keep it from progressing and from thinking about more important
questions, such as how a community of nations could be realized. As he argues, one of
these barriers, the false belief in the existence of "race" (the racializing of quaint
stereotypes), forces Ireland to preoccupy itself with its own national identity and its path to
independence from British rule while at the same time facilitating judgment of the Irish by
the English based on an exaggerated stereotype of "Irishness." With John Bull, Shaw
wants to explode traditional concepts of national characteristics, a prerequisite for the
further development of a society towards internationalist goals. Therefore, Act I serves to30
deconstruct prevalent notions of nationality before any of the "actual" events of the play,
namely those set in Ireland, can unfold.
Shaw tackles this deconstruction from two sides: on the one hand, he shows a man
who could be described as the perfect stereotypical Irishman, but who turns out to be an
impostor; on the other hand, he presents a true Irishman who fails to correspond to the
stereotypical traits usually attributed to the Irish.? Thus, at the very beginning, Shaw sets
the tone for the rest of the play by pointing out to his audience that one's nationality cannot
be reduced to a few characteristics and that the members of any given society are always
individuals, diverse in personality. The entire first act takes place in the London office of
Tom Broadbent and Larry Doyle, civil engineers and business partners, and opens with
Broadbent preparing for a trip to Ireland to foreclose land deals and to stake out further
business prospects. From the very beginning, he operates under his own assumptions
about what Ireland and the Irish are like; packing for his trip, he includes everything from a
revolver for protection against the dangerous inhabitants to "india-rubber overalls" for
insulation from the wet climate (Arms 135). Broadbent meets with Tim Haffigan in his
search of a knowledgeable guide native to Ireland, and Haffigan tries to sell his services to
the Englishman by stylizing himself as the typical stage Irishman with characteristics
sufficiently familiar to both men.Haffigan calls the love of whisky "the national
wakeness" of Ireland (137), greets Broadbent with "The top o the momin to you" (136),
and wishes "More power to your elbow!" (139), thus presenting himself in just the way the
Englishman expects a "quaint" Irishman to act. Broadbent, in turn, works with his own
definition of the "Irish race," also based on stage Irishness and traditional romantic
stereotypes, as well as on his notion that his experience with an Irish business partner has
somehow made him informed about these things. He proclaims to Haffigan:
I saw at once that you are a thorough Irishman, with all the faults and all the
qualities of your race; rash and improvident but brave and goodnatured; not
likely to succeed in business on your own account perhaps, but eloquent,31
humorous, a lover of freedom, and a true follower of that great Englishman
Gladstone.8 (140)
Broadbent makes precisely the mistake of which Shaw accuses both the English and the
Irish: he believes that there is actually a definable category of "race" into which the Irish can
be compressed. But Haffigan makes a mistake, too: in his exploitation of a racial
stereotype, he lets himself be guided by capitalistic principles, in hopes that the fulfillment
of the Englishman's expectations will lead to a profitable job offer for him.
To show that both of these ways of acting and thinking are false and misled, Shaw
deflates the two characters. Haffigan's hopes are initially fulfilled when Broadbent hires
him as "Irish Secretary" to deal with any difficulties with the indigenous population that
might arise in Ireland, and Haffigan even receives some advance payment. His delight
only lasts for a short while, however. Doyle arrives and, all of a sudden, the "Irishman"
seems a lot less Irish than a few minutes ago, as he "scowls suspiciously at Doyle under
the vanishing mask of goodfellowship" (142), and "his brogue decay[s] into a common
would-be genteel accent with an unexpected strain of Glasgow in it" (143). Once Haffigan
has left, Doyle exposes the supposed Irishman as a native of Glasgow whose uncles indeed
live in Rosscullen, but who " [n]ever was in Ireland in his life" himself (145).
Even though Broadbent prides himself on his ability to identify a truly Irish person,
Doyle demonstrates that Haffigan's Irishness is only an accomplished masquerade. The
"Paddy" character presented by Haffigan is a role that can be predicted and enacted by
anyone who is familiar with the English expectations of who the Irish supposedly are.
Doyle knows this full well, and his angry tirade about this distorted image reveals how
much he actually cares about his home country, even though he has not lived in Ireland in
eighteen years:
Man alive, dont you know that all this top-o-the-morning and broth-of-a
boy and more-power-to-your-elbow business is got up in England to fool
you, like the Albert Hall concerts of Irish music? No Irishman ever talks
like that in Ireland, or ever did, or ever will.But when a thoroughly32
worthless Irishman comes to England, and finds the whole place full of
romantic duffers like you, who will let him loaf and drink and sponge and
brag as long as he flatters your sense of moral superiority by playing the
fool and degrading himself and his country, he soon learns the antics that
take you in. (145-46)
Doyle is angry at those Irish who sell out their country. Rather than laughing at the
Englishmen who are taken advantage of by the Irish, he seems to blame them for allowing
the Irish to be pushed into an inferior position. He focuses on the moral dimensions of the
relationship between the two cultures: it is not worth compromising one's own integrity
only to get a break and a few shillings. Interestingly, Doyle criticizes the Irish for trading
their nationality for money, even though he is himself a businessman, which implies that
presenting an accurate image of one's nationality should be more important to the Irish than
making a profit. But Doyle's argument here seems hypocritical, since he actively helps to
sell out his hometown to a British development. As becomeg clear in the course of the
play, Doyle is rather bitter about his fellow Irish and their way of handling their
socioeconomic problems; indeed, he seems to be so disappointed in their inability to stand
on their own feet that he finds the Irish unworthy of his help and thus prefers to sell out
Rosscullen toward capitalist progress.
Ironically, Doyle is the only "real" Irishman in the first act, yet he does not
correspond to the image Broadbent has of the Irish and that Haffigan willingly performs for
him. When he first enters the scene, he is immediately distinguished as more serious and
aloof than Haffigan whom Shaw describes as a "smallheaded man of about 30, with a
small bullet head, a red nose, and furtive eyes," who is "ruined by drink" (136). In stark
contrast to this, "Mr Laurence Doyle is a man of 36, with cold grey eyes, strained nose,
fine fastidious lips, critical brows, clever head, rather refined and goodlooking on the
whole, but with a suggestion of thinskinnedness and dissatisfaction that contrasts strongly
with Broadbent's eupeptic jollity" (142). Doyle clearly is not the hardy, alcohol-inclined,
convivial Irishman.33
After Haffigan's masquerade is exposed, Broadbent and his business partner
discuss Ireland and the Irish character. In the course of this conversation, Doyle releases
all the emotions he has stored up in 18 years of growing up in Ireland and then in 18 years
of self-imposed exile in London, explaining the faults he sees in his fellow-countrymen and
his reasons for leaving his home, all experiences that Shaw knew from his own life. When
Doyle admits his anxieties about returning to Rosscullen, Broadbent sweeps them aside in
disbelief: "Here you are, belonging to a nation with the strongest patriotism! the most
inveterate homing instinct in the world! and you pretend youd rather go anywhere than
back to Ireland. You dont suppose I believe you, do you?" (137). Broadbent judges
Doyle based on a stereotype of the exiled Irish as a crowd of yearning patriots who sing
songs about old Ireland and would like nothing better than to return home, which,
according to Broadbent, is where their heart tells them they belong. The reality looks quite
different, as Doyle knows: "Never mind my heart: an Irishman's heart is nothing but his
imagination....Why, man alive, look at me! You know the way I nag, and worry, and
carp, and cavil, and disparage, and am never satisfied and never quiet" (147-48). Shaw
does not rest here but drives the conversation a step further by having Broadbent dismiss
this negativity as "the melancholy of the Keltic race" (148), whereupon Doyle--"bounding
out of his chair"--blows up in his face:
Good God!!!...
When people talk about the Celtic race, I feel as if I could burn down
London. That sort of rot does more harm than ten Coercion Acts. Do you
suppose a man need be a Celt to feel melancholy in Rosscullen? Why, man,
Ireland was peopled just as England was; and its breed was crossed by just
the same invaders. (148)
Doyle perceives the danger that lies in viewing nationality as a clearly definable entity,
which perpetuates a misguided and untruthful image of the Irish, or of any other people,
for that matter. With this statement, he expresses word for word Shaw's own opinion that,
for historical reasons, if for no other, there is not as much difference between the English
and the Irish as some might want to believe, and, on a larger scale, that there is no such34
thing as a pure "Irish race" or pure "English race." Doyle goes on to emphasize this point
by saying that one's "blood line," one's heredity, matters little in the formation of
character, but that the environment makes all the difference. A child born to English
parents but raised in Rosscullen will turn out just as Irish as Doyle, for " [t]he dullness! the
hopelessness! the ignorance! the bigotry!" (149), that is, the dire socioeconomic and
political circumstances in Ireland, will write themselves into the child's character more than
anything else.
In Doyle's view, the situation in Ireland not only influences individual personalities
but also constitutes part of a larger vicious cycle. The dullness and hopelessness as well as
the climate and geography leave no choice but to fall into "the dreaming! the dreaming! the
torturing, heart-scalding, never satisfying dreaming, dreaming, dreaming, dreaming! ...
An Irishman's imagination never lets him alone, never convinces him, never satisfies him"
(149). This paralyzing state of dreaming and unreality, in turn, also leads to the myopic
political perspective that marks the Irish cultural nationalism. Sarcastically referring to one
of the central icons of the Irish Renaissance (dramatized by Yeats in his eponymous play),
Doyle complains that the Irishman "cant be intelligently political: he dreams of what the
Shan Van Vocht9 said in ninety-eight. If you want to interest him in Ireland youve got to
call the unfortunate island Kathleen ni Hollihan [sic] and pretend she's a little old woman.
It saves thinking. It saves working. It saves everything except imagination, imagination,
imagination" (150). Doyle voices a sharp criticism: the English are not the only ones who
are wrong in reducing the Irish to a stereotype, but the Irish make the "fatal" mistake of
reducing themselves in just the same way. Cultural nationalism picks out the wrong
aspects about Ireland on which to build its confidence and prospects for the future; it
ignores the "here-and-now" of the country and thus relieves the Irish of thinking
pragmatically and of taking responsibility for their own situation because it is easier to
"dream."35
With his views of both the idea of "race" and Ireland's political perspective, Doyle
echoes Shaw's own beliefs. In the preface to John Bull, Shaw also elaborates on what
shapes the Irish character:
There is no Irish race any more than there is an English race or a Yankee
race. There is an Irish climate, which will stamp an immigrant more deeply
and durably in two years, apparently, than the English climate will in two
hundred. It is reinforced by an artificial economic climate which does some
of the work attributed to the natural geographic one; but the geographic
climate is eternal and irresistible, making a mankind and a womankind that
Kent, Middlesex, and East Anglia cannot produce and do not want to
imitate. (John xi)
With typical irony and exaggeration, Shaw argues that, instead of using customs,
traditions, language, and mythology as tools to create a common identity and to reach
nationalistic ends, one needs to look for a solution to improve the Irish status quo in the
more immediate environment. The Irish are, of course, not only immersed in their
weather, but also in their economy, which is as "eternal and irresistible" from a socialist
perspective as geography, since any kind of human society necessarily brings economic
relations with it.
Given all this, it becomes clear that Shaw categorically rejected racial and cultural
nationalism to further nationalistic goals, and the question emerges as to what the
foundation for Shaw's nationalism is, if not common national characteristics. By the time
the first act closes, any stereotypical definitions of national identity are abandoned, and the
multi-textured image of the Irish character that Shaw creates through Doyle remains with
the audience as the play's location moves from London to Rosscullen. In Act II, Shaw
uses Broadbent's arrival in Doyle's hometown to dramatize the cultural clash between
England and Ireland, which is caused mostly by Broadbent's continued incapability of
understanding either Ireland's customs and societal rules or its sensibility. This act, among
other things, further works to unravel the stereotypical image of the Irish by introducing a
wide range of diverse characters, while it also functions as a transition to the following
discussions about Ireland's political and economic state. The defining features of Shaw's36
nationalism are revealed in those discussions: the political and economic relationships
between the two countries hold the key to understanding his position on the Irish question.
John Bull in its entirety is a discussion of economy and politics as well as of the
potential of England and Ireland respectively to succeed in these two areas. In the play's
third act, this discussion comes to a head, as all of the central exchanges between the
characters focus on the political and economic present and future of both countries. As
incorrectly and unfairly as the English might regard the Irish in terms of their ethnic
identity, Shaw, the Fabian socialist, sees the mistreatment of Ireland culminate in its
economic exploitation by an English hegemony. Even though Doyle is in the capitalistic
business of land development, he becomes Shaw's spokesperson, if only temporarily and
to a limited extent. In the course of Doyle's stay, the men of Rosscullen urge him to
become a member of Parliament to represent their interests in London. When they discuss
the future of land ownership, Doyle warns his countrymen not to make themselves
vulnerable to continued exploitation. He identifies the reasons for Ireland's ruin in its
economic mismanagement: "Mt was by using [the poor and submissive peasant] Patsy
[Farrell]'s poverty to undersell England in the market of the world as we drove England to
ruin Ireland. And she'll ruin us again the moment we lift our heads from the dust if we
trade cheap labor" (Arms 201). When the men still fail to acknowledge the simple
necessity of paying workers enough to survive, Doyle exclaims, "Is Ireland never to have a
chance? First she was given to the rich; and now that they have gorged on her flesh, her
bones are to be flung to the poor, that can do nothing but suck the marrow out of her"
(201-202). From the businessman's perspective, the lack of capitalist instinct and
economic skills as well as England's willful aggressiveness are responsible for the
bankruptcy Ireland faces. If the English continue to treat their neighbors rather ruthlessly-
as they have previously discriminated against the Irish based on their national identity--this
time the fault lies as much, if not more, with the Irish themselves, who let the colonial
power take advantage of them.37
Doyle's dire prognosis of what will happen to Ireland's already limping economy
corresponds to Shaw's own economic theories as he lays them out in "Socialism for
Millionaires." In this collection of investment advice for the rich, written in 1896, Shaw
reminds readers that the Irish despised the absentee landlordism under colonial occupation
because "the absentee is a pure parasite upon the industry of his country" (Essays 106).
This parasitism is essentially caused by the absentee landlord who is only minimally
interested in his property and who leaves his affairs to be managed by an agent or solicitor.
As a consequence,
On these estates generations of peasants (and agents) live hard but bearable
lives; whilst off them generations of ladies and gentlemen of good breeding
and natural capacity are corrupted into drifters, wasters, drinkers, waiters-
for-dead-men's-shoes, poor relations, and social wreckage of all sorts,
living aimless lives, and often dying squalid and tragic deaths. (107)
If the Rossculleners sell themselves into bondage by borrowing money from Broadbent for
land mortgages, they perpetuate and aggravate the situation by becoming "presentee"
landlords themselves and by establishing an even more exploitative hierarchy, as Doyle
predicts. At the same time, they will turn Broadbent into the new absentee landlord, for
Shaw holds that "[t]he typical modern proprietor is not an Irish squire but a cosmopolitan
shareholder; and the shareholder is an absentee as a matter of course" (107). In other
words, those who ultimately have financial power over the estate are the best nourished
parasites.
If we accept that Shaw expresses his analysis of Ireland's economic difficulties
through Doyle, then the character's initial step to prevent future destitution also reflects
Shaw's perspective. He cautions his father, Cornelius Doyle, not to borrow money from
Broadbent to buy land (Arms 231), so Cornelius can retain his financial independence.
Doyle knows that the Englishman wants to purchase the land in order to develop it into
"Garden City," a hotel and golf resort, and thus has no intention of letting the Irish
landowners pay off the mortgage on their properties.However, Doyle did come to38
Rosscullen as Broadbent's business partner to help him inspect the future location of the
resort, and he ultimately refuses to take action against the Englishman's plans. At heart, he
is a technocrat and capitalist, by which, of course, he dramatically differs from Shaw
himself. Thus, Doyle acts as a punishing authoritarian toward his own people's ineptness:
if the Irish fail to recognize the danger themselves because of their naiveté and ignorance of
the workings of business and the economy, then they will fall victim to the smarter and
more efficient English. Doyle prefers his own well-managed control of capital to the nearly
unbearable incompetence and good faith of the men of Rosscullen. As he tells them, "If we
cant have men of honor own the land, lets have men of ability. If we cant have men with
ability, let us at least have men with capital. Anybody's better than Matt [Haffigan], who
has neither honor, nor ability, nor capital, nor anything but mere brute labor and greed in
him, Heaven help him!" (Arms 202). Clearly, Doyle's judgment of Ireland lies entirely
within the most stringent of capitalist contexts.
While Shaw shares with Doyle the wish for the Irish to acquire a more savvy side
and to be more assertive toward the English, he cannot accept merging economies and a
capitalism managed by the privileged few as viable solutions. In keeping with Fabian
principles, the abolishment of exploitation has to take place through those channels
available at all levels of society. The transfer of land from the previous landlords to the
tenants would be a perfect opportunity to effect social transformation: Cornelius Doyle and
Matt Haffigan are now the new landowners and could help realize socialist goals if they had
a revolutionary attitude toward ownership in the Shavian sense rather than in the Marxist
sense.Indeed, the oppressed "proletarian masses," represented by Patsy Farrell, are
incapable of throwing off their bonds, and they are hard to reach with political messages,
as Shaw concluded from his own experiences as an activist. The new Irish landowners, in
turn, are ineffectual members of society themselves: they have no interest in socialist goals;
they have little sense of how to manage property; and, ironically, they even lack an39
essential understanding of how to exploit someone efficiently, that is, how to be "good
capitalists."
In the face of this insurmountable difficulty, Doyle abandons any further attempts to
help his fellow Irish by rejecting the seat in Parliament and by letting Broadbent pursue his
business plans and Nora Reilly. Shaw, however, would react differently than Doyle. He
was active in the city council for most of his life and took his duties as a citizen rather
seriously, proof that he believed that the power indeed lies with the people and that
parliamentary seats and responsible land ownership can effectively shape the future of a
community. Reminiscent of Althusserian ideas, Shaw shifts the emphasis in John Bull
from the economy to other instances as a means to influence the entire social system, which
ultimately affects its economic base. To reinforce the importance of getting involved in
transforming society at all accessible levels, the audience is presepted in John Bull with the
worst-case scenario, the negative example of the future that Shaw wished to prevent.
While Doyle's character explains the danger of Ireland's political and economic
dependence on England, Shaw shows through Broadbent how this calamitous relationship
plays out and how it is constantly perpetuated. Broadbent appropriates Rosscullen for
himself in crucially important aspects--economically, politically, and socially. He acquires
the town's land by giving out mortgages that are higher than the actual worth of the land; he
will represent Rosscullen in Parliament and make all political decisions for the town; and he
conquers Nora Reilly, the county heiress. While all of these circumstances develop, the
inhabitants of Rosscullen think themselves clever because they make the Englishman do
their work for them in the Parliament (208), and they see him as a savior from financial
difficulties. When Broadbent tops it all off with a spectacular motorcar accident while
driving a pig through town as an election stunt, most of Rosscullen thinks things could not
be any better. But Shaw has a different perspective on the Irish habit of trivializing
tribulations. In the "Preface for Politicians," he gives them his own warning about their
relationship to the English: "Writing the play for an Irish audience, I thought it would be40
good for them to be shewn very clearly that the loudest laugh they could raise at the
expense of the absurdest Englishman was not really a laugh on their side; that he would
succeed where they would fail" (John vi). In other words, the Irish need to be cautious
about whom they trust and not let a good story make them forget that they are still
politically, economically, and socially exploited by the British government as well as by
glib businessmen, however amusing they may be. Indeed, Broadbent is a fool, but he is
also insidious; by the close of the play, he has become the quintessential capitalist exploiter.
Shaw, however, does not permit Broadbent to triumph completely without first
advancing a philosophical alternative. Peter Keegan, the defrocked priest, expresses, in
part, the Shavian vision of a future in which both nationalism and capitalism are overcome.
His entire character epitomizes an ideal culture of tolerance, acceptance of others, diversity,
equality, vegetarianism, and symbiotic environmentalism. His faith is a combination of
pagan Ireland expressed through his close connection to nature and all of its creatures and
of Catholicism expressed in his gospel of tolerance and compassion. At the end of the
play, the priest reveals to Broadbent and Doyle the distilled essence of his vision:
In my dreams [heaven] is a country where the State is the Church and the
Church is the people: three in one and one in three. It is a commonwealth in
which work is play and play is life: three in one and one in three.It is a
temple in which the priest is the worshipper and the worshipper is
worshipped: three in one and one in three. It is a godhead in which all life
is human and all humanity divine: three in one and one in three.It is, in
short, the dream of a madman. (258)
The world Keegan envisions is one pervaded by his spirituality, for salvation can only
come if humanity realizes a sense of religion. With this utopia, in which the Church, the
State, and the people have merged into one entity, Keegan preaches a kind of political
anarchism. Shaw also advocated the idea of a less institutionalized society because a
Church and State working against each other and, above all, against the people antagonize
socialism. However, Shaw rejected political anarchism per se, as he explained in "The
Impossibilities of Anarchism":41
When Democracy fails, there is no antidote for intolerance save the spread
of better sense. No form of Anarchism yet suggested provides any escape.
Like bad weather in winter, intolerance does much mischief; but as, when
we have done our best in the way of overcoats, umbrellas, and goodfires,
we have to put up with the winter; so, when we have done ourbest in the
way of Democracy, decentralization, and the like, we must put upwith the
State. (Essays 94-95)
Despite the advantages of an anti-hierarchical system, a society needs to allow the State to
exert control to a certain extent, as long as it follows socialist principles. If anarchism is
not perfectly thought out, exploitation in the form of rent continues, which means that the
anarchist society will not be able to survive. Likewise, Keegan's egalitarian vision, though
it could solve some of the existing socioeconomic problems, is essentially impracticable.
If Keegan fails on the crucial level of social improvement, the question remains of
what he has to offer for Ireland's future as a nation and how he can be positioned in
relation to Shaw's nationalism. Keegan's vision of a better world encompasses all nations,
thus also including Ireland, and, in this respect, he speaks for Shaw's internationalist
interests. In his wish for a bond between all people, however, Keegan makes precipitate
demands: he envisions a "commonwealth in which work is play and play is life," but he
does not give pragmatic and practicable suggestions for the realization of this blissful state.
He makes the mistake of disregarding the "inevitable order of social growth" (Matter 23).
As Shaw explained in "A Crib for Home Rulers," the individual undergoes a development
from personal liberty to national liberty to the federation of nations. These steps have to
follow each other in sequence, like rungs of a ladder. Keegan, then, is the person who
tries to forgo the second rung of the ladder: he values personal liberty and argues for a
global community, but Shaw sees danger in ignoring the importance of national liberty, and
thus of nationalism. The assumption that an oppressed nation can reach international status
equal to liberated nations without its own national liberty is equivalent to the assumption
that enslaved individuals can have the same rights and power as the free members of the
society in which they live without ever gaining personal liberty. Since this is obviously a42
foolish and unrealistic assumption to make, Keegan emerges not so much as erroneous but
as too advanced and too metaphysical in his thinking about Ireland as a nation.
For a short while, Keegan's character appears to be a socialist visionary, but his
views are not multi-faceted enough to express the full spectrum of the Shavian vision.
Thus, he represents the Shaw in his early stages of socialist thinking; he is the Shaw who
had developed a social consciousness but still lacked the politics to express it; he is the
Shaw who had not yet read Marx. Keegan's less systematic way of thinking is Shavian in
essence, but he is not programmatic enough. He fails to offer any viable solutions for the
future, in part because his world of pure spirituality lacks the necessary political and social
channels to realistically oppose Broadbent and his capitalist forces, as Shaw shows at the
conclusion of John Bull.
With his "gospel of efficiency," Broadbent is the enemy of tolerance for a variety of
reasons, one of which is that tolerance and efficiency each proceed at a different pace. He
lacks any real ability to tune into the personality and the needs of the place he has
designated for development, planning to roll over Rosscullen with overpowering speed and
progress, just as he roared through the village in his motorcar. He announces to Keegan,
"I shall bring money here: I shall raise wages: I shall found public institutions: a library, a
Polytechnic (undenominational, of course), a gymnasium, a cricket club, perhaps an art
school. I shall make a Garden City of Rosscullen: the round tower shall be thoroughly
repaired and restored" (Arms 252). And since Broadbent has already virtually appropriated
Rosscullen, he will succeed at realizing his plans. Thus, the capitalistic developers are the
victors at the end of the play and occupy the scene, which makes Shaw's appeal to throw
off the bonds of (either colonial or commercial) servitude more urgent. But in Shaw's
eyes, most countries are not ready yet to take this revolutionary step: efficiency and capital
still rule, and most Western societies blindly follow the Broadbents of the world, who
impress with their intelligence and power.Therefore, for now, both the "dream of43
inefficiency" and the federation of nations have to wait, and Keegan and his vision leave
the stage to Broadbent, Doyle, and their imperialistic capitalism.
Even though the exploiters prevail at the end of the play, Shaw himself argues that
the capitalistic dream of efficiency is truly insufficient. Broadbent only looks at the "here-
and-now" and always prefers the short-sighted perspective on things because he is unable
to plan ahead for a future outside of his own life span. His shallow character is still
grounded in High Victorianism with his fascination with technology and desire for
immediate gratification. Whether his planned Garden City is actually a very secular rather
than a celestial place, as Tim Haffigan suspects (139), or whether he recommends
phosphorus pills to heal Keegan's world view, Broadbent is always the perfect Philistine
who chooses the easiest, most worldly, most profitable way of dealing with a situation.
By the end of the play, Broadbent has not learned anything and still regards Keegan as an
Irish curiosity who can bring in some extra cash for the hotel and golf resort.His
interactions with the inhabitants of Rosscullen are still based on the stereotype of the
"quaint" Irish because Broadbent is unable to look beyond the label of nationality. His
unwillingness to learn about the true character and individuality of the Irish prevents him
from understanding their unique needs and from ever becoming an accepted member of
their community. Even though Broadbent deserves criticism for his shallowness, more
insight into Irish society would actually be of little consequence to him, since the laws of
capitalism work regardless of the place and the time.
Broadbent's misunderstanding of Ireland is not only restricted to economic issues
but also applies to the discussion of nationalism and the relation between the English and
the Irish. He manipulates everybody around him toward his goal of profitable exploitation,
but he turns out to be the least intelligent in terms of Ireland's nationalist interests.
Broadbent places himself in the service of Irish nationalism by announcing to Doyle in the
last lines of the play, "I feel now as I never did before that I am right in devoting my life to
the cause of Ireland. Come along and help me choose the site for the hotel" (158).44
Ironically, of course, his development plans will not help to reach Ireland's goals but
destroy the country, and yet he still believes that the benefits will be purely positive. From
Shaw's perspective, short-term economic advantages can by no means outweigh the
enormous disadvantages capitalism has for Ireland on a nationalist level. Thus, Broadbent
ultimately has nothing to contribute to the "cause of Ireland," but instead epitomizes the
arrogant and condescendingly imperialistic attitude toward others that still threatens the
possibility of future social and ethnic equality; and Doyle has merely traded his ethnic self-
hatred and disappointment in his own people for Broadbent's capitalism.
In John Bull, Shaw argues that to abandon one's country, as Doyle essentially does
based on his realistic but capitalistic perception of the Irish, means to refuse taking
responsibility in the process of shaping the present and the future of society. While Doyle
hands over the reigns to capitalist control, Shaw himself remained firmly guided by his
belief in the workings of the Life Force and placed his trust in the Irish people. Therefore,
the difference in Doyle's and Shaw's respective solutions to Ireland's economic and
political difficulties reflects not only the difference between a capitalist and a socialist, but
also the difference between an Evolutionary Darwinist and a Creative Evolutionist and their
respective practical application of their convictions. From the Darwinist's perspective, a
population will adjust to coincidental changes in the environment, and the laws of nature
(like the laws of capitalism) will play out in a more or less predetermined way. Along
similar lines, Doyle lets things take their course in Rosscullen without actively intervening
to change the circumstances. In contrast, Shaw, as Creative Evolutionist, abhorred a
fatalistic vision of the future and believed that one's will can influence the outcome of
events. Therefore, his solution to problems was to get involved in politics and to take part
in the decision-making process of a society, which led him to be an active member of his
community for many years of his life. Besides adhering to capitalism, Doyle makes the
mistake of rejecting a parliamentary seat and of refusing to support the Irish landowners
more strongly, even though these paths would have provided him with the opportunity to45
contribute to Ireland's nationalistic goal of political and economic independence and are
generally effective means to make one's influence felt on all levels of society. Shaw's
recommendation here is of course not merely a consequence of his evolutionary beliefs, but
it also brings us full circle to the Fabian Socialist tactics of permeation and the "Inevitability
of Gradualness."
Thus, Shaw's overall attitude toward nationalism can neatly be translated into the
Althusserian terms of ideology. According to Althusser, one of the ways in which the
ruling class secures its position is to disseminate its dominant ideology through Ideological
State Apparatuses that function to contribute to the reproduction of capitalist relations of
exploitation (Lenin 154). The communications and cultural apparatuses, for instance, use
nationalism, among other things, as their tool to contribute to this result. Looking at Shaw
from this perspective, one could say that he makes political nationalism a site of contention,
interpellating subjects as nationalists in service of his vision for the future. He approves of
nationalist efforts in pre-1922 Ireland because this nationalism was not in the service of an
Ideological State Apparatus and thus did not support the dominant ideology of the State,
namely, of the British government. As long as the State consists of the colonial power,
Irish nationalism is not truly an Ideological State Apparatus but actually only an
"ideological apparatus." As a logical consequence, at the same moment Ireland reaches its
nationalistic goal of political independence, Irish nationalism would become an Ideological
State Apparatus since the State would then be in the hands of the Irish themselves. Shaw
advocates the appropriation of the powerful tool of nationalism up to that point, but would
no longer be able to support Irish nationalism after independence: on the one hand,
continued nationalistic efforts would then secure the capitalist position of the ruling class;
on the other hand, the national oppression would be overcome, and Shaw's internationalist
vision of a Federation of Nations would move into the foreground. Thus, his attitude
toward nationalism can be understood through Althusser's theories of ideology which
facilitated new ways of reading the functioning of imperialism. At the same time,46
however, Shaw's strong adherence to the Life Force and his demand (through Keegan) for
a kind of spirituality still distanced him from some key Marxist principles. To explore the
question of how Shaw's interest in the creation of spirituality in future societies
complements his socialism, it is necessary to step back to the first play in the group of "the
big three," Man and Superman, in which Shaw maps out his concept of the Life Force's
relation to humanity's spiritual possibilities.47
3. "Our only hope, then, is in evolution"
Spirituality in the Shavian Utopia
Beware of the man whose god is in the skies.
--Shaw, Man and Superman
At the end of John Bull, Father Keegan proclaims his vision of a world pervaded
by an intense spirituality--expressed in various trinities. Keegan's choice of words is
indicative of the catholic tolerance and acceptance he wishes to see in place: his utopia
encompasses all individuals as part of "humanity" and all countries as part of a
"commonwealth." Similar to this spiritual unity of all humans combined with a secular
unity of states, Shaw envisions religion to play a crucial role in his future Federation of
Socialist Nations. This "religion," however, is not a religion in the sense of a codified and
institutionalized belief system that entails a regular and ritualistic praying to a higher being
at a designated place of worship. It resembles more closely a kind of spirituality which is
characterized by its looser structure and more abstract nature--yet Shaw's "spirituality" has
a clear direction and consists, in part, of concrete definitions. What Shaw takes from both
spirituality and religion is the wish to partake in a metaphysical experience to enrich life and
to serve a purpose larger than the human individual. Since Shaw conforms to neither one
of the two categories completely, both terms--spirituality and religion--will be used
interchangeably here to refer to Shaw's unique metaphysical philosophies of the Life Force
and Creative Evolution.
Due to the irreconcilability of metaphysics with middle-of-the-road Marxism, some
of the critics who read Shaw purely as a socialist fail to recognize the importance
spirituality held to his larger social philosophies. Charles A. Berst observes, however, that
Shaw began giving religious lectures (Shaw called them "sermons") probably in or before
1892 and developed into a religious speaker of his own right. Shaw delivered a speech
entitled "Some Necessary Repairs to Religion" in 1906--between finishing Major Barbara
and writing the preface to John Bull. No original script survives, but Berst presents two48
texts in reaction to the speech, one a summarizing account by a London Times reporter, the
other a justification of Shaw by the Reverend Stewart Head lam, the chair of the event.
Defending the socialist speaker against attacks that he intended to destroy religion
altogether, Head lam explains the unusual relationship between Shaw's socialism and his
view on religion:
In opposition to Karl Marx, who taught that in order to bring about
Socialism you must overthrow Religion: and in opposition to those
Socialists who say now that they want to have nothing to do with Religion
one way or the other, Mr. Shaw maintained that it is only Religion which
will supply a sufficient motive power for the accomplishment of Socialism- -
and incidentally attacked the "Materialistic and soul-destroying conception
of the Universe" which has been associated with the name of Darwin. (qtd.
in Berst 87)
Interestingly, while the political right attacks Shaw for his socialist views and the Socialists
fail to understand why he would not abandon religion, Head lam, as Anglo-Catholic, wants
to appropriate the famous and eloquent public figure for his cause due to Shaw's rejection
of Darwinist Evolution and his willingness to embrace "religion."
The London Times reporter addresses a similar issue: "Being asked whether
Socialism as such was going to do anything, [Shaw] said that Socialism merely aimed at
rearranging society's way of doing its business. When that was done, as it might be in 100
years or so, mankind should go on with its main work, the realization of God" (84). Shaw
quite obviously saw religion and socialism at least as equally crucial but responsible for
different steps in the development of society, and "the realization of God" was apparently a
project of even more permanent concern than Socialism.10 Berst de-emphasizes the
importance of socialism to Shaw even more by positioning him in relation to Christian
Socialists: "Shaw was a socialist with a personal religion; they were churchmen with
socialist sensibilities. But one may also sense that the balance in Shaw was shifting from
socialism informed by a personal religion toward a personal religion informed by
socialism" (81). Whether or not one wants to go so far as to say that religion superseded
socialism in importance to Shaw's thinking, it becomes clear that spiritual awareness was49
not Marx's "opium of the masses" for him, but indeed a remedy for healing social ills and
an essential element of sustenance to the socialist world once it was established.
Given Shaw's strong argument for the necessity of religion in life, the question
arises of what exactly constitutes his "religion." In the aforementioned "sermon," Shaw
also stated that "the idea of the virtue of self-sacrifice was a commonplace of irreligious
people. What they called self-sacrifice was really self-construction" (84), and in another
place, he labeled Ireland the most irreligious country in the world. Since Shaw rejected his
devout country as not sufficiently religious, the religion he envisioned was obviously not
an institutionalized church, like that of the Catholic or Protestant faiths in Ireland, and it
also diverted from traditional beliefs of Western societies. Additional support for this point
can be found in his criticism of the strong political and social influence of Father Dempsey,
the Catholic priest, on the inhabitants of Rosscullen in John Bull. At the same time,
Shaw's comment on self-sacrifice reminds one of Tanner's maxims in "The Revolutionist's
Handbook and Pocket Companion," the fictitious character's political writing attached to
Man and Superman: "Self-sacrifice enables us to sacrifice other people without blushing.
If you begin by sacrificing yourself to those you love, you will end by hating those to
whom you have sacrificed" (265). The picture emerging from Shaw's various comments
on religion is that, in his mind, old-fashioned and unquestioned values that are praised by
tradition to guarantee happiness in life as well as salvation in the after-life are usually
illogical. In fact, they only lead to the development of an asocial, that is, to an essentially
undeveloped, being, instead of contributing to the evolution of the Superman.
If traditional institutionalized religion with its flawed virtues and Darwinist
Evolution fail to provide sufficient guidance in spiritual and evolutionary matters, an
examination of Shaw's own philosophy surrounding Creative Evolution and its possible
function as "religion" for a new world is necessary. Indeed, critics generally agree that the
Life Force serves as Shaw's abstract belief system. In a discussion that initially appears to
be unrelated to Shaw's spirituality, Dietrich argues that "Shavian psychology was parallel50
in important respects but that ultimately it was an alternative to Freudian psychology"
(149). He proceeds to explain that Shaw's categories of the Realist, the Idealist, and the
Philistine are essentially psychological categories, all three relating in different degrees to
the Will, the Life Force, and Creative Evolution (152). Significantly, Dietrich states, "The
climactic point about Shaw's psychology is that it is fundamentally religious, inevitably
referring to the Christian ethos that nurtures it. [Already as] a teenager Shaw declared his
intent to establish a new religion" (166, italics mine). By extension of Dietrich's argument,
then, Shaw's concepts of the Life Force and Creative Evolution also have to be viewed as
"fundamentally religious" as well as discretely psychological.
For his new belief, Shaw takes a naturalist theory which is essentially concerned
with empirical events and overlays it with characteristics of already established traditional
religions. The result is that biological developments are attributed to the will of a larger
intelligence, which only takes noticeable shape, however, in the eventual results of
evolution. Humans, then, entertain a particular relationship to this power of the Life Force
in that they are unconsciously driven by it, yet--and this is the critical difference between
Shaw/Lamarck and Darwin--they can influence evolution with their own wills at the same
time. Because of this ability to be simultaneously at the service and part of Creative
Evolution, Shaw argues that all humans ought to place the advancement of the Life Force at
the center of their lives. Thus, individuals can not only contribute to the evolution of the
Superman, but they will also find themselves "spiritually" enriched, as he explains in the
Epistle Dedicatory to Superman:
This is the true joy in life, the being used for a purpose recognized by
yourself as a mighty one; the being thoroughly worn out before you are
thrown on the scrap heap; the being a force of Nature instead of a feverish
selfish little clod of ailments and grievances complaining that the world will
not devote itself to making you happy. And also the only real tragedy in life
is the being used by personally minded men for purposes which you
recognize to be base. (32)51
In this passage, Shaw also intertwines the metaphysical and practical aspects of the Life
Force with his socialist demands, enabling him to argue even more powerfully that any
genuinely altruistic, intelligent human being will recognize this purposeful amalgamation of
ideas as the ultimate worthwhile cause in life.
The "Bible" of Shaw's religion of the Life Force can be found in the preface to the
cycle of plays published under the title Back to Methuselah. Here he lays out all of his
beliefs in relation to Creative Evolution, and, in its very conception, the text serves as proof
that the Life Force is indeed his "religion." Shaw models Back to Methuselah on the
chronological narration of the Bible, tracing the evolution and history of humanity in what
he subtitles "A Metabiological Pentateuch." In its preface, "The Infidel Half Century,"
Shaw explains the empirical origin and concept of Lamarck's Creative Evolution and its
significance to humanity's physical as well as metaphysical life.At the core of the
Lamarckian theories stands the conviction that all living beings can willfully influence
evolution and induce a biological outcome which was previously necessitated by
environmental circumstances. To contrast Creative Evolution with Natural Selection, Shaw
introduces the example of the giraffe whose long neck has evolved out of the necessity to
reach leaves in tree tops. In reference to this, Darwinism holds,
If your neck is too short to reach your food, you die. That may be the
simple explanation of the fact that all the surviving animals that feed on
foliage have necks or trunks long enough to reach the food. But Lamarck
did not believe that the necks were so designed in the beginning: he believed
that the long necks were evolved by wanting and trying. (32)
The followers of Creative Evolution "have observed the simple fact that the will to do
anything can and does, at a certain pitch of intensity set up by conviction of its necessity,
create and organize new tissue to do it with" (14). Shaw takes Lamarck's ideas on Creative
Evolution and expands their application from the explanation of biological developments to
essentially all aspects of life. If humans can will physiological changes, then they can also52
willfully advance their mental capacities. Shaw explains the far-reaching possibilities and
level of understanding that Darwinism inherently denies to humanity:
[Y]ou can be a thorough-going Neo-Darwinian without imagination,
metaphysics, poetry, conscience, or decency. For "Natural Selection" has
no moral significance: it deals with that part of evolution which has no
purpose, no intelligence, and might more appropriately be called accidental
selection, or better still, Unnatural Selection, since nothing is more
unnatural than an accident. If it could be proved that the whole universe had
been produced by such Selection, only fools and rascals could bear to live.
(Back 44)
Thus, Shavian Creative Evolution explains and encourages the purposeful evolution of a
society on a structural as well as moral and on an empirical as well as metaphysical level.
In its concern with the evolution of a superior human being, a rather concrete goal,
Creative Evolution, differs not only from Darwinism, but also from organized religion.
Shaw had no interest in the after-life; as a socialist, he worked toward improving the
material conditions in this life, especially those of the lower classes. His materialist
socialism and his quasi-scientific genetics, then, seem far removed from any kind of
spirituality, at least in the traditional sense of the word. For Shaw, however, the work is
not done with the equal distribution of wealth; he also demands improvement of the non-
material conditions in life, that is, of the intellectual capacity of humanity. Thus, socialism
will prepare the preconditions necessary for a life of intellectualism. And if spirituality can
be defined as a concept that is concerned with metaphysical conditions and the achievement
of a higher level of consciousness, then Shaw's vision of a socialist world that values the
philosophical contemplation of life above all else is indeed the center of his "spirituality."
Superman, then, the play in which Shaw dramatizes the theory of the Life Force,
evinces the spiritual possibilities he connects to Creative Evolution and demonstrates that it
is impossible for him to discuss this concept outside of religious terms. The play also
makes clear that he wants to see Creative Evolution replace Judeo-Christian thinking at the
heart of Western intellectual life altogether as a way to abolish organized religions. Shaw
saw how established religious institutions resist change with the result that they adhere to53
Victorian liberalism, like that of Roebuck Ramsden in Superman, which stifles any
expression of individual will and the innovative evolution of morality. By opposing
Ramsden to the liberating and creative intellectualism made possible and effected by the
Life Force, Shaw asks his audience to think about the play in connection to their traditional
backgrounds, only to instigate them to renounce their conventional morality and their
religious -as well as political -- assumptions.
From Shaw's approach to the realization of his envisioned morality, the parallels of
his Althusserian use of nationalism to his use of spirituality in the service of socialism soon
become apparent. As with nationalism, he uses spirituality as a powerful tool to involve
individuals in the process of social transformation without having to resort to the
revolutionary overthrow of the ruling class by the proletariat. The ideological apparatus of
his religion of the Life Force interpellates the subject as a contributor to the Superman,
either as his father or his mother. The subject created by the Life Force ideology has
responsibility for the future since everyone has the potential of donating one's genetic
properties to the Superman. In contrast to traditional Christian religions, Shaw encourages
humanity to seek spirituality in a life of intellectual pursuit on Earth rather than in an
ethereal existence in "Heaven" or "Hell" that is based on one's past. As with his views on
nationalism, then, Shaw uses this apparatus to subvert the position of those in power in
terms of spirituality and morality, such as the priests of the institutionalized Churches,
reactionary politicians and law-makers, and bourgeois heads of households. Shaw argues
for a transformation of society through the use of a reinvented religion, which will shape
the physical as well as mental constitution of individuals to such an extent that the Shavian
socialist world can be realized, and social and economic injustice will be eliminated.
The self-satisfied, retrograde bourgeoisie, then, which Shaw wishes to antagonize,
is embodied in Man and Superman by Ramsden, John Tanner's philosophical nemesis.
His character is introduced to the audience at the very beginning of the play, just as
Broadbent was in John Bull, and he is immediately identified as an "old-fashioned"54
Victorian liberal. Indeed, Shaw calls particular attention to Ramsden's age and political
attitudes by pointing out that "on the threshold of a drama of ideas...everything depends
on whether his adolescence belonged to the sixties or to the eighties. He was born, as a
matter of fact, in 1839, and was a Unitarian and Free Trader from his boyhood, and an
Evolutionist from the publication of the Origin of Species" (41-42). Shaw marks some of
the points on the map of nineteenth-century developments that indeed contributed to
changing the outlook of an entire era, and he acknowledges their importance, yet he also
sets these views up to be deflated over the course of his play. Ramsden, of course,
parades himself as an advanced thinker and modern liberal, never realizing that his once
progressive views have become bourgeois and reactionary with time.
As with Broadbent, the irony lies of course in Ramsden's self-perception as a most
tolerant and open-minded liberal, a sentiment diametrically opposed to the kind of tolerance
and open-mindedness that would rule in the Shavian future. Ramsden reveals his biases in
the anger directed at Tanner and his philosophies:
[T]here are limits to social toleration. You know that I am not a bigoted or
prejudiced man. You know that I am plain Roebuck Ramsden when other
men who have done less have got handles to their names, because I have
stood for equality and liberty of conscience while they were truckling to the
Church and to the aristocracy. Whitefield [Ann's deceased father] and I lost
chance after chance through our advanced opinions. But I draw the line at
Anarchism and Free Love and that sort of thing. (46)
In what are unusually clear terms for a Shavian character, Ramsden lays bare all those
convictions that go directly against the grain of Shaw's and Tanner's perspectives,
especially in the two decisive areas of politics and morality.
Even though Ramsden professes his wish for "equality" and "liberty," there are no
indications that he has a genuine interest in fighting for the abolishment of the class system
or for an equal distribution of wealth; to the contrary, he feels very comfortable with his
material possessions. Shaw comments on Ramsden's capitalist exploitation in the opening
lines of his stage directions. In his study, "Not a speck of dust is visible: it is clear that55
there are at least two housemaids and a parlormaid downstairs, and a housekeeper upstairs
who does not let them spare elbow-grease. Even the top of Roebuck's head is polished: on
a sunshiny day he could heliograph his orders to distant camps by merely nodding" (41).
Clearly, in the Ramsden household, the Victorian hierarchy is still firmly in place, and the
head of the house is well-satisfied with this situation, for he has a keen consciousness of
his own social position. Ramsden might be liberal enough to have left Creationist beliefs
behind, but the British class system still heavily influences him. His dismissive comments
about the aristocracy and those who hob-knob with upper-class circles sound more like
jealousy than true disdain. Due to his social insecurities, Ramsden has to rely on his merits
as a source of self-worth and respect rather than on his class standing. As a consequence,
he is eager to maintain his social position in relation to the lower classes, while he also
desires upward mobility, an ambition which labels him as essentially classist.
In addition to his capitalist politics, Ramsden fails on a moral level, for he displays
all of the signs of adhering to conventional morality. One of his worst mistakes, in
Tanner's eyes, is that Ramsden sees himself as a man of honor. When Violet Robinson's
respectability is threatened by her seemingly "inappropriate" pregnancy, his fear of shame
makes Ramsden pursue what he considers the socially "appropriate" course: first, he
decries the "damned scoundrel" who fathered the child, and then he wants to force Violet to
marry him "by way of reforming her character," as Tanner sarcastically remarks (64-65).
From a Shavian perspective, Ramsden makes not only a non-sensical decision, but he also
shirks confronting his own assumptions by choosing the easiest solution. Ramsden's and
Tanner's disparate reactions to Violet's "situation" reveal the bourgeois shallowness of the
older man's liberalism.In addition, the "Don Juan in Hell"-scene in Act 3, in which
Ramsden appears reincarnated as the Statue of Dona Ana's father, functions, among other
things, as a meta-textual commentary on the comedic frame, giving Shaw the opportunity
to further elucidate Ramsden's delusionary heroism. In the philosophic exchange about the
relationship of Woman and art, the Statue's answer to Don Juan's intricate argumentation56
reflects his (and, by association, Ramsden's) intellectual cowardice: "This is extremely
abstract and metaphysical, Juan.If you would stick to the concrete, and put your
discoveries in the form of entertaining anecdotes about your adventures with women, your
conversation would be easier to follow" (154). While Don Juan pines for Heaven to be
able to spend his time in contemplation, the Statue finds Heaven horribly dull and boring
(140-41) and much prefers to live in Hell:
Written over the gate here are the words 'Leave every hope behind, ye who
enter.' Only think what a relief that is! For what is hope? A form of moral
responsibility. Here there is no hope, and consequently no duty, no work,
nothing to be gained by praying, nothing to be lost by doing what you like.
Hell, in short, is a place where you have nothing to do but amuse yourself.
(133)
As his confessed relief indicates, Ramsden's moral responsibility becomes a burden to him
in life because he lets himself be governed by social conventions. In contrast, Tanner
argues that morality should be experienced as moral passion, "the only real passion" (73),
that is, as something inherently desirable. The Statue's disengaging views identify him as
the perfect Philistine and remind one of Broadbent with his avoidance of true moral
responsibility and inability to find viable long-term solutions or to think beyond his own
immediate necessities.Thus, Ramsden embodies the morality Shaw and Tanner
categorically reject because it inhibits the construction of the society of the future. As an
Evolutionist, Ramsden might not be a traditionally devout Christian, but his narrow-
minded liberalism is equivalent to organized religions, which to Shaw have both no
spiritual value since they intentionally confine an individual's freedom to contemplate the
purpose of life and to achieve a higher level of intellect.
Ramsden's political and social thinking necessarily excludes him from becoming a
useful contributor to the purpose of the Life Force. In "The Handbook," Tanner, the Life
Force philosopher, points the way to the Superman and his constitution, and, although he
admits that no "completely convincing prescription of his ingredients" exists, he is certain57
that Ramsden fails to qualify. As Tanner predicts, "The proof of the Superman will be in
the living," and his production is a matter of trial and error, but
[c]ertain common and obvious mistakes may be ruled out from the
beginning. For example, we agree that we want a superior mind; but we
need not fall into the football club folly of counting on this as a product of
superior body. Yet if we recoil so far as to conclude that superior mind
consists in being the dupe of our ethical classifications of virtues and vices,
in short, of conventional morality, we shall fall out of the frying-pan of the
football club into the fire of the Sunday School. (216)
The ultimate outcome that a character such as Ramsden would achieve, whether or not he
intends it, would be to maneuver the world back to institutionalized religion and
unproductive social stratification.
As opposed to Ramsden's anachronistic liberalism, Tanner becomes Shaw's
spokesman for a "spiritually endowed" socialism. When Ramsden accuses Tanner of
practicing Anarchism and Free Love, he thoroughly misunderstands him. Tanner is neither
a nihilist nor a libertine; his views are purposefully governed by his Life Force philosophy.
His goal of the Superman necessitates a revolution in both politics and morality to mold a
classless society without need for property or marriage, a liberation Ramsden equates with
Anarchism and "Free Love." Tanner has no use for the class system, one of the most well-
established, least mobile hierarchical institutions in British society, because it inhibits "free
mating" between individuals from different backgrounds and thus hinders the most
advantageous genetic combination necessary for the Superman. In order to pave the way
for his creation, property and class must be abolished. As Tanner explains, "Equality is
essential to good breeding; and equality, as all economists know, is incompatible with
property" (218).This statement recalls one of Shaw's earliest socialist recognitions,
formulated in Proudhon's doctrine that property is theft. For the best possible specimen of
the Superman, then, a union between two people should be motivated by their ability to
contribute to evolution, not by their financial or social standing.58
In addition to inhibiting evolution, marriage is a socially constructed connection
between two people who happen to belong to the same class. Tanner considers the linking
of marriage with procreation as non-sensical and randomly contrived by antiquated
religious doctrine, just like the larger categories of "virtue" and "vice," which are used to
control morality and prohibit a morally renewed Shavian future. To force life-long
partnership on two people for the purpose of conjugation is completely unreasonable
because two people are compatible either for mating or for domestic life, but not usually for
both. In "The Handbook," Tanner elaborates on this point as well as on its connection to
property:
In conjugation two complementary persons may supply one another's
deficiencies: in the domestic partnership of marriage they only feel them and
suffer from them. Thus the son of a robust, cheerful, eupeptic British
country squire, with the tastes and range of his class, and of a clever,
imaginative, intellectual, highly civilized Jewess, might be very superior to
both his parents; but it is not likely that the Jewess would find the squire an
interesting companion, or his habits, his friends, his place and mode of life
congenial to her. Therefore marriage, whilst it is made an indispensable
condition of mating, will delay the advent of the Superman as effectually as
Property, and will be modified by the impulse towards him just as
effectually. (219)
Tanner does not necessarily want to eliminate marriage altogether--he is not a proponent of
"Free Love"-- but he wants procreation to be independent from marriage, a perspective that
leads him to applaud Violet for (seemingly) flying in the face of conventional morality and
propriety by choosing pregnancy without marriage. As Tanner says, "[I]ntelligently
controlled, conscious fertility" (226) will expedite the evolutionary process and will allow
humanity to "build the best of themselves" into the "immortal work" of the Superman now
(248). Tanner's arguments for an egalitarian society, for the equality of income, and for a
morality outside of conventions reveal his strong socialist intentions, but he is a socialist
for the sake of the Life Force, not necessarily for socialism in itself. He focuses his true
attention on accelerating the process of the Life Force toward the Superman and a world
devoted to free philosophical contemplation as the highest spiritual fulfillment of59
humanity's purpose and as the only future in which humans will be apt to survive as a
species.
The necessity that both Shaw and Tanner see for the present is for humans to
understand the purpose of the Life Force and to help speed up the development of the
Superman. In the "Don Juan in Hell"-scene in Superman, Shaw explains in detail through
his Don Juan character--how humanity can cultivate this awareness of its role in the
spiritual as well as physical evolution of a superior human being. Indeed, one of the points
Don Juan is intensely focused on making is that physical existence is not the only crucial
side of life but that the true Superman, above all, values his spiritual existence, which is
why "Mile was driving at brains--at its darling object: an organ by which it can attain not
only self-consciousness, but self-understanding" (150). Shaw warns us that superiority of
intellect is as crucial to the survival of a species as physical superiority:
You forget that brainless magnificence of body has been tried.Things
immeasurably greater than man in every respect but brain have existed and
perished. The megatherium, the ichthyosaurus have paced the earth with
seven-league steps and hidden the sky with cloud vast wings. Where are
they now?...These things lived and wanted to live: but for lack of brains
they did not know how to carry out their purpose, and so destroyed
themselves. (142)
The consequence that Shaw draws from this perspective is that "if Man is to be saved, Man
must save himself' (Back 14), which can only be done by willing aspiration toward a
"fitter" brain, which, in turn, will perceive the absolute necessity of a socialist world.
In order to reach this evolved stage of "magnificence of brain," however, humans
have to distance themselves from both the frivolities and material constraints of a world
oppressively governed by organized religions and capitalism. Interestingly, an approach to
a bodiless existence freed from the physical limitations that interfere with the advancement
of human societies is only possible in an imaginary Heaven when Shaw writes his play.
The metaphysicality that Don Juan will experience in Heaven comes closest to the socialist
world--free from bodily needs and worries -that Shaw envisions as a precondition for the60
state of spirituality that all humans will be able to maintain due to their own heightened
awareness. Don Juan explains the necessity for him as advanced man of the Life Force to
evade the meaningless and distracting pastimes of Hell. He desires to go to Heaven
"because there I hope to escape at last from lies and from the tedious, vulgar pursuit of
happiness, to spend my eons in contemplation--...[In Heaven, I would] enjoy the
contemplation of that which interests me above all things: namely, Life: the force that ever
strives to attain greater power of contemplating itself' (140-41). Contemplation, then, is
the ultimate fulfillment of the purpose of the Life Force as an expression of "Life's
incessant aspiration to higher organization, wider, deeper, intenser self-consciousness, and
clearer self-understanding" (165). This highest level of achievement, with its embracing
recognition of the connectedness of the self and a larger cosmic power, is perhaps more
reminiscent of Easternism than Judeo-Christianity and reverberates with a sense of true
spiritual fulfillment at the same time as it necessitates Tanner's demand for an egalitarian
existence without property and class.
Of course, Don Juan's passionate argumentation for the Life Force does not go
unrequited. Aside from the Statue and Ana, Don Juan is discussing with the Devil, who
ridicules his concept of the Life Force which supposedly leads humanity to peaceful
contemplation and vitality. On the contrary, says the Devil, life on earth has been anything
but creative: "I tell you that in the arts of life man invents nothing; but in the arts of death
he outdoes Nature herself, and produces by chemistry and machinery all the slaughter of
plague, pestilence, and famine" (142). In the Devil's eyes, "the power that governs the
earth is not the power of Life but of Death" (144), and he is correct in his observation. But
humans' preoccupation with weapons and destructiveness is, in a way, proof that the
world indeed desperately needs to evolve to a higher, more productive, level. As Shaw
analyzes this matter, most humans have not reached a state of awareness in terms of their
role in Creative Evolution at the present, so it should come as no surprise that they have
also not achieved an understanding of how to use their power to a less destructive end.61
To devise and produce a means of destruction is the wrong way of using one's
power, not only because it is inherently hostile to life, but because it is cowardly and
equivalent to serving capitalism and Darwinism. In fact, in the following passage from
Back to Methuselah, Shaw lists the advantages of Lamarckianism and the disadvantages of
Darwinism, while simultaneously establishing a direct relation of the former to socialism
and spirituality, and of the latter to capitalism and a lack of intellectuality: "Though
Lamarck's way, the way of life, will, aspiration, and achievement, remained still possible,
this newly shewn way of hunger, death, stupidity, delusion, chance, and bare survival was
also possible: was indeed most certainly the way in which many apparently intelligently
designed transformations had actually come to pass" (33-34). All of the negative concepts
center around oppression, maximizing profits, and survival of the fittest, which,
unfortunately, are highly valued by society but are driven by a will to destroy and die,
instead of a will to create and live.
In this analysis of the current status of the Life Force, Shaw and Tanner agree since
they both equally believe in the necessity of the Superman. Indeed, Tanner expresses a
number of Shaw's own views directly, such as his disdain for the vagaries of romantic
love or for unintellectual amusement, such as the sensualist celebration of beauty.
However, in terms of the Life Force, Shaw never pushed his demands for action quite as
far as Tanner does, who relies entirely on the Superman and whose socialism is motivated
only by the need for him. Thus, Tanner wants to get rid of property because it inhibits
social equality; he wants a society without classes because equality is the prerequisite for
breeding the Superman. Beyond supporting issues that accelerate the purpose of the Life
Force, Tanner dismisses the usefulness of socialism. Indeed, as if commenting on his own
development as a socialist, Shaw has Tanner write in "The Handbook," "Are we to
repudiate Fabian methods, and return to those of the barricader, or adopt those of the
dynamitard and the assassin? On the contrary, we are to recognize that both are
fundamentally futile" (233). Shaw himself, however, never completely abandoned either62
Fabianism or revolutionary Marxism, but always kept the advantages of both methods of
social change in mind. Tanner, then, perhaps banks too much on the Life Force and not
enough on the values of a socialist system in itself.For the Shavian future to be
successful, both elements are necessary: the right human being and the right system, the
Superman and socialism. While the intellectually advanced person realizes that socialism is
the only sustainable way of oganizing a society and its economy, the Shavian Superman
can only thrive in a socialist system, for a human with superior ability in capitalism only
perfects the means of destruction and oppression, as Tom Broadbent does in John Bull and
thus Andrew Undershaft begins to do in Major Barbara.63
4. "The way of life, will, aspiration, and achievement"- -
The Dialectic Relationship of Socialism and Spirituality
Do not waste your time on Social Questions.
What is the matter with the poor is Poverty:
what is the matter with the rich is Uselessness.
--Shaw, Man and Superman
Major Barbara, written in 1905 as the last play of "the big three," holds equal
importance to the group as a whole because it combines the topics of both John Bull and
Superman. In John Bull, Shaw shows that capitalism and colonialism are systems that
cannot be sustained on a long-term basis; a reliable social system with equality for all
members can only be guaranteed by socialism--which has to be reached via nationalism if
necessary. However, as both John Bull and of course particularly Superman make clear, a
society also needs a religious concept to adhere to in the form of the Life Force, which
guides us toward the proper type of human being--the Superman--to live within the
socialist system. In Barbara, Shaw juxtaposes the topics of the system and the individual
and explores what kind of human beings currently have power in society and how the Life
Force works to connect the "right" people who can fulfill its purpose. While the first two
plays dealt with a tangent of the development of nations (nationalism) and an abstract
concept (the Life Force) respectively, in Barbara, Shaw examines the concrete economic
situations in which societies and individuals find themselves, and then recommends how to
(re)act in these situations, what kind of power individuals have and how to make use of it,
and how to organize society and one's own life in the present in order to influence the
future. Thus, the three plays work in concert to point the way toward an internationalist
vision of social and economic equality. After reading John Bull, we understand that only
when oppressed countries have reached national liberty, can all societies make the
necessary move toward socialism and an international federation; and after reading
Superman, we know what individuality each must achieve for this to come about. Barbara,
then, gives concrete advice to the individual on how to help realize these long-term goals.64
Shaw drives his points home by introducing three different types of people: average
representatives of the socially useless upper class, an individual who has the power to
effect social change but bases this power on the wrong economic principles, and a couple
who holds the most promise for the future, but who has to learn the most effectual way of
transforming a society. The characters who represent the members of the upper class-
Lady Britomart, her children Stephen and Sarah Undershaft, and Charles Lomax, Sarah's
fiancé--think of themselves as belonging to the powerful circles of society because they
belong to the social stratum from which politicians, lawyers, and other influential officials
traditionally stem. Throughout the play, however, Shaw begins to undermine the image of
the supposed social elite; like his treatment of Roebuck Ramsden, he reveals the four
characters not only as intellectually limited and unsuited for leadership, but also as too
conventional in their reactionary liberalism. All of these characters are spoilt by their
wealth and upbringing, spending their lives in socially dictated and ineffectual boredom.
Lady Britomart exemplifies these symptoms of a class that Shaw hopes to see
eliminated in the future. She acts as head of the household since she and her husband,
Andrew Undershaft, have lived in separation for years. Shaw describes her as
a very typical managing matron o f the u p p e r class, ...limited in the oddest
way with domestic and class limitations, conceiving the universe exactly as
if it were a large house in Wilton Crescent,...and being quite enlightened
and liberal as to the books in the library, the pictures on the walls, the music
in the portfolios, and the articles in the papers. (Smith 1)
Obviously, Lady Britomart's horizon does not expand much beyond her own insular
world, yet she thinks she understands the inner workings of the "universe." In reality, she
is only in control of part of her own household because she relies on traditional social
conventions and never questions whether or not her decisions are appropriate for a
particular person or situation. In her opinion, her son must be the heir to the Undershaft
inheritance, not some foundling, just like her daughters must have sufficient income to
maintain their current social positions.Her simplistic over-confidence in her own65
knowledge labels her as a Philistine, and, just like Broadbent, she resorts to science, the
pet of the bourgeois, to solve life's problems. She assumes that philosophical decisions
incongruous with her own can be cured with common medical remedies. Thus, she fails to
understand why Undershaft intends to continue "the Undershaft tradition" which requires
that the cannon factory along with all its connected capital and property be passed on to a
foundling, somebody who does not rightfully belong in the bloodline of her family. At the
end of the play, after walking around the picturesque community of Perivale St. Andrews,
the factory's location and Undershaft's creation, Lady Britomart complains, "all that plate
and linen, all that furniture and those houses and orchards and gardens belong to us. They
belong to me: they are not a man's business. I wont give them up. You must be out of
your senses to throw them all away: and if you persist in such folly, I will call in a doctor"
(Smith 59).Of course, a physician's help would obtain as little result in changing
Undershaft's mind as Lady Britomart's protestations do. In the end, it is Lady Britomart
and her "followers" who will have to adjust their views, not Undershaft, because the future
that Shaw envisions has no room for snobbish, hypocritical elitists who are slavishly
obsequious to class rituals.
Using the same technique as in the previous two plays, Shaw employs the pale
upper-class characters here as foils for the actual protagonists, namely, Undershaft, his
daughter Major Barbara, and her fiancé Adolphus Cusins, professor of Greek. While it is
easy to recognize that the upper-class representatives cannot contribute to a successful
Shavian society, the latter are much more difficult to evaluate due to Shaw's habit of
creating a multi-faceted character, who initially functions as his mouthpiece, but is then, in
a typical reversal, revealed as ultimately deficient. Shaw's increased interest in and respect
for Barbara and Cusins manifest themselves immediately in the way he introduces them in
his stage directions. While "Sarah is slender, bored, and mundane," Barbara is "robuster,
jollier, much more energetic" (8).Cusins' later importance as a Shavian character is
forecast here in the detailed and much longer description of his personality. The complex66
and intellectual Cusins is, among other things, "a most implacable, determined, tenacious,
intolerant person who by mere force of character presents himself as--and indeed actually
is--considerate, gentle, explanatory, even mild and apologetic, capable possibly of murder,
but not of cruelty or coarseness" (8). The descriptions of both Barbara and Cusins already
suffice to show that the two possess a constitution of character and a vitality that Shaw
welcomes; to make abundantly clear, however, that the Life Force is at work in their lives,
he adds to the stage directions for Cusins, "By the operation of some instinct which is not
merciful enough to blind him with the illusions of love, he is obstinately bent on marrying
Barbara" (8-9). Thus, from the very beginning of the play, Shaw makes clear that Barbara
and Cusins are in the grip of Élan Vitale, and their offspring will bring humanity a step
closer to the Superman.
Barbara and Cusins are obviously Shaw's choice to fulfill the purpose of the Life
Force, and he also approves of Barbara's general goal of alleviating poverty and fighting
for more tolerance and equality in society. The Salvation Army, however, stands as an
example for his continued larger argument that organized religion and its various forms of
"Christian Charity" are too ineffectual as tools for social transformation, especially if one
has access to a much more powerful and influential agent of change. The person already
holding enormous power over society in Barbara is, of course, Undershaft, whose
persuasive intelligence (again reminiscent of Broadbent) and unconventionality also make
him the most attractive character of the play. Based on his acceptance of the Marxist theory
of the economic base and superstructure, Shaw knew well enough that those who have
economic power are the true decision-makers in a nation, and he incorporated this point
into Undershaft's character, taking on the air of a warning against the increasingly
powerful capitalists of the military industrial complex. When Stephen Undershaft defends
the British government against his father's attacks, Undershaft replies,
[with a touch of brutality] The government of your country!I am the
government of your country: I, and Lazarus [his business partner]. Do you
suppose that you and half a dozen amateurs like you, sitting in a row in that67
foolish gabble shop, can govern Undershaft and Lazarus? No, my friend:
you will do what pays us. You will make war when it suits us, and keep
peace when it doesnt. (53)
Undershaft has a disarmingly accurate perception of how society works, which is much
clearer than the other characters' because he has the advantage (or disadvantage) of holding
society's steering wheel. The Shavian direction of Barbara, then, is how to wrench the
steering wheel out of the capitalists' hands to re-direct society away from economic
exploitation and toward equality of income.
Even though Shaw rejects Undershaft's capitalism, the way he presents the
character reveals that he admires Undershaft as a man of ability with the skills to organize a
society and to influence people on a large scale. In addition, Shaw even more ironically
shares some views of the weapons manufacturer, beginning with the fact that Undershaft,
like Tanner, rebels against conventional religion and morality as well as bourgeois
prejudices. He has no use for the Christian religion which gives its followers an
opportunity to "keep their morals and their business in water-tight compartments" and an
excuse to soothe their guilty conscience by donating money to charity while they continue
their immorality (14).Undershaft, like Shaw, has no patience for a religion that
encourages hypocrisy and intellectual paralysis.Maintaining a useless, century-old
religion, or any other outdated institution, contradicts basic common sense: "That is what
is wrong with the world at present. It scraps its obsolete steam engines and dynamos; but
it wont scrap its old prejudices and its old moralities and its old religions and its old
political constitutions" (64-65). A society can possess the most modern technology, but it
will not be truly advanced until it is also willing to adopt the most developed views on
morality, religion, and politics. For Shaw, this means of course the liberation of the mind
to enable unrestricted pursuit of the Life Force spirituality and evolution toward the
intellectual superiority of the Superman, while the advancement of the political constitutions
of the world will lead to the establishment of socialism.68
In Undershaft's statements about the illogical nature of many social conventions
and about the need to redefine the meaning and content of religion, Shaw's views are again
expressed. But he begins to disagree with Undershaft over what actions to take in
response to this dire state of spirituality. The unwillingness of society to develop in such
an influential aspect as religion leads Undershaft to embrace a "new religion." His chosen
gospel is that of money and gunpowder, which are the only two elements necessary to
salvation in his eyes (31). Traditional values, such as "honor, justice, truth, love, mercy"
also have their place in his religion, but if one was forced to choose between them and
money or gunpowder, Undershaft recommends choosing the latter, "for without enough of
both you cannot afford the others" (31). Although Shaw is practical in his thinking, too,
and even argues in favor of using tools that might be seen as objectionable if they are used
with the larger goal of social change in mind (as in the case of nationalism), he could never,
of course, accept Undershaft's gospel. The arms manufacturer has indeed managed to help
many people out of poverty with his belief in the power of weapons and capital, but when
he forms his "religion," he is essentially expressing a "deep truth" of capitalist aggression.
Yet another issue in relation to which Undershaft directly functions as Shaw's
mouthpiece is poverty. Undershaft considers poverty a crime and his efforts to relieve
poverty as divine work; from his perspective, he is as much in the business of saving souls
as Barbara is and has indeed more success with it since he has saved countless numbers of
people by employing them as laborers in his factory. Barbara is shocked by Undershaft's
preposterous claim that he even saved her soul and responds to him
[revolted] You saved my soul! What do you mean?
UNDERSHAFT. I fed you and clothed you and housed you. I took care that
you should have money enough to live handsomely--more than enough;
so that you could be wasteful, careless, generous. That saved your soul
from the seven deadly sins.
BARBARA [bewildered] The seven deadly sins!
UNDERSHAFT. Yes, the deadly seven. [Counting on his fingers] Food,
clothing, firing, rent, taxes, respectability and children....I lifted them
from your spirit. I enabled Barbara to become Major Barbara; and I
saved her from the crime of poverty.
CUSINS. Do you call poverty a crime?69
UNDERSHAFT. The worst of crimes. All the other crimes are virtues beside
it. (65)
After Undershaft enumerates the very concrete constraints a society naturally imposes on its
members, Barbara has to face more directly than ever before her social background, which
indeed saved her from the depths of poverty. For the first time, she seems to realize that
spiritual salvation might come second in importance to physical salvation, and that her
work at the Salvation Army might not be as challenging as she assumed it to be. As
Undershaft puts it, "It is cheap work converting starving men with a Bible in one hand and
a slice of bread in the other" (66). Undershaft's capitalist business, even though it is based
on death and destruction, has ironically provided him with the means to help more people
out of poverty more efficiently and more permanently than the Salvation Army ever has or
ever will be able to; he has the power to "[t]urn your oughts into shalls," as he says (67).
Barbara has to acknowledge that if owning a factory and employing the poor workers can
relieve misery to a greater extent than her previous charity work, then maybe it is worth
considering using the more powerful tool toward the same end.
And indeed, this is exactly what Shaw seems to recommend at the end of the play.
Undershaft wants to pass his inheritance on to Cusins, who turns out to be a "technical"
foundling because his mother is the sister of his father's late wife, which makes him an
orphan according to The Deceased Wife's Sister Act then in force. Cusins accepts the
position as Undershaft heir, but also makes clear that he will not carry on the legacy in
quite the same way. Since Undershaft works on the basis of capitalist principles, the
eventual outcome is not social equality, but the reproduction of the relations of production,
that is, a strict social hierarchy that facilitates the oppression of the proletariat. As he
admits himself, his factory workers "rebel against me, theoretically. Practically, every man
of them keeps the man just below him in his place" (55). Although Undershaft professes
his social goodwill, his liberation of the proletariat goes only as far as it does not alter his
overall position on top of the scale of production; when it comes to dissolving class70
structure (whether based on lines of inheritance or economic power), he has no impact
whatsoever and is thus as ineffectual as Lady Britomart.Capitalism also guides
Undershaft's relationships with his customers. Following one of the family mottoes,
"Unashamed," he makes no distinction as to whom he sells his weapons. The true faith of
the Armorer, he says, is "Rio give arms to all men who offer an honest price for them,
without respect of person or principles: to aristocrat and republican, to Nihilist and Tsar, to
Capitalist and Socialist, to Protestant and Catholic, to burglar and policeman, to black man,
white man and yellow man, to all sorts and conditions" (63). Undershaft's religion, then,
is the religion of indiscriminate profit.
The political vision that Undershaft lacks is what Cusins has to offer.First, he
rejects Undershaft's faith of the Armorer by saying, "I shall sell cannons to whom I please
and refuse them to whom I please. So there!" (63). Cusins comes to accept the negative
sides of the armaments industry, but he informs it with his positive political vision as much
as he can: "You cannot have power for good without having power for evil too. ...As a
teacher of Greek I gave the intellectual man weapons against the common man. I now want
to give the common man weapons against the intellectual man" (71). Cusins identifies
himself here as a Marxist revolutionary, intending to equip the lower classes with enough
force to influence the directions of an international society. He tries to put death and
destruction to work against the immovable social hierarchy which Undershaft indefinitely
perpetuates by following capitalistic principles without viable politics attached to them.
If Cusins provides the political vision for his inherited business, Barbara
contributes her strong belief in the necessity of spiritual salvation. She has not abandoned
her Salvation Army principles, but she approaches them differently now. Having come to
the same realization as Undershaft, namely that money pervades the world and has the most
power, she accepts its ubiquity because "[t]here is no wicked side: life is all one" (72).
Thus, she intends to make use of the factory to her own ends instead of continuing her71
futile fight against the sources of money (71-72). She recognizes Perivale St. Andrews as
a chosen place for her work of salvation:
I felt like her [Lady Britomart] when I saw this place--felt that I must have
it--that never, never, never could I let it go; only she thought it was the
houses and the kitchen ranges and the linen and china, when it was really all
the human souls to be saved: not weak souls in starved bodies, sobbing
with gratitude for a scrap of bread and treacle, but fulfilled, quarrelsome,
snobbish, uppish creatures. (72)
Barbara has found a perfect and more challenging place to save souls than the Salvation
Army's West Ham shelter, and even though both she and Cusins recognize the supposed
"wicked side" of the Undershaft tradition, they will use it to strive for a better social and
spiritual life for all those connected to it.
Even though Barbara and Cusins take over the arms manufacturing business, which
on the surface assimilates them into Undershaft's capitalism, the crucial difference between
them and Undershaft lies in the purpose to which they use the power of the industry. The
production is not at all an ideal profession from Shaw's perspective, but at least Barbara
and Cusins use it toward a better end than her father. Instead of aiming at indiscriminate
profit, they intend to use their power to further advance socialism by arming the proletariat.
In addition, since the Life Force has chosen them to mate, their offspring will presumably
have reached a higher level of intellectualism and self-understanding and will be able to
continue to use the Undershaft inheritance toward building the socialist society of the future
(should the "common man" still not have overthrown the rule of the "intellectual man" by
the time their children seize power). For the present, Barbara's and Cusins' choice is only
a compromise which has to be made temporarily until socialism and the Life Force will be
recognized by all of humanity as the only route to a successful future.
Thus, by the close of the last play of "the big three," Shaw leaves his audience once
again with a unique vision of the workings of capitalist societies, but this time also with
advice on how individuals can contribute to the assertion of socialism. By demonstrating
in dramatic form how the world can arrive at socialism, even through such seemingly72
counteractive impulses as capitalism and the desire of spirituality, Shaw argues that the
drive of the Life Force is inevitably directed toward his Shavian utopia. Barbara and
Cusins might use a means of social transformation that does not correspond with those
commonly sanctioned by socialism. Neither are they immediately changing the economic
relations between themselves as employers and the laborers; yet their actions, as guided by
the Life Force, will ultimately transform the relations of production from capitalist
oppression to social equality. Shaw believed in the inevitabiliy of the Life Force just as
much as he believed in the Fabian "Inevitability of Gradualness." Practicing Althusserian
theory, Shaw had confidence that the relatively autonomous instances of the superstructure
are multivalent and work as a correspondent dynamic ultimately shaping the subject into a
socialist superhuman.73
5. Conclusion
... aneternity of G.B.S. Imagine it, if you can!
Millions upon millions of Shaw plays!
--Shaw in the Daily News
In the critical history of George Bernard Shaw's works, readers often argue that
Shaw never qualified as a "pure" socialist since he was always a proponent of unique
perspectives which were not usually part of mainstream Marxism. One of the singular
traits in his political views was that he granted limited importance to nationalism as a
temporary step in the development of an oppressed nation toward socialism and of all
societies toward an international Federation of Nations. More importantly, though, Shaw
incorporated a concept of "spirituality" into his sociopolitical views, leaving a legacy not
only as a socialist but as a "naturalist metaphysician," if one will, as well. Aside from
pursuing socialist materialistic goals, he always had great concern for the intangible
possibilities of humans in the form of their increased mental capacities. The theory of
Creative Evolution provides the core of his spirituality, and the ultimate goal is the creation
of the Superman, a higher human being who spends his days cultivating his intellectualism
through a contemplation of literature, arts, philosophy, and economic theories. For Shaw,
Life is the struggle toward a world of directed contemplation and of egalitarian material
satisfaction.
Shaw is thus a thinker with a vision based on central socialist principles, but he also
argues that the transformation of the economic base is only one way of working for social
equality. Recognizing the potential of social revolution by non-economic subversion, he
uses aspects of the superstructure to influence the relations of property, since these sites of
contention, which are relatively autonomous from the economic base, are determined by it
"in the last instance." Equally, Shaw himself, whose unique sociopolitical and spiritual
tendencies make him relatively autonomous from basic socialism, is "socialist in the last
instance." This Althusserian reading of Shaw's socialism, then, foregrounds the essence74
of Shavianism: the best way to influence society in the future is to compromise in the
present. The tactics of "permeation" of Fabianism is a compromise because it uses
established capitalist channels to access the powerful political and economic positions in
society and then directs them toward an international socialist end. Shaw himself pointed
out that, although positive social changes effected by money are not ideal, they are still
preferable to no change at all (Wisenthal Sense 118-19). The most successful protagonists
of Major Barbara compromise by accepting capitalist positions of power, which enable
them, in turn, to reach higher levels of effectiveness in their struggle to socialize the world.
For Shaw, however, a socialist world without heightened "spirituality" will not
suffice. Another compromise, then, has to be made in terms of Creative Evolution. The
world of the Superman is not yet achieved, but until it is, Shaw implies that humanity
should strive to improve its spiritual existence and to devel9p the consciousness that
recognizes that only a socialist world will lead to the successful evolution of the Superman.
Thus, Shaw's socialism and spirituality stand in a reciprocal relationship to each other; each
is the consequence of the other even as they function as preconditions for one another. His
politics carries the responsibility for introducing a new egalitarian social system, whereas
his "spirituality" will create a new and appropriate human being to live within this system
(see Appendix). Finally, the reciprocity of spirituality and socialism, by its very nature,
characterizes the Shavian future as a dialectic striving to achieve progressively higher
intellectual levels in order to propel the world toward socialism "in the last instance."75
Notes
I An additional concise analysis of the development of Shaw's socialism can be found in
Sally Peters, "From Private Drama to Political Drama: Shaw and Transcendence Through
Socialism," The Independent Shavian 30 (1992): 16-25.
2 The original Fabians started meeting in the early 1880s as part of the Fellowship of the
New Life, which sported a strange mix of members with interests ranging from spiritual
and religious ideals to the development of a utopian colony in Southern California to
serious social reform (MacKenzie 24-25). Soon the more politically-minded split off into
the Fabian Society, which was officially founded on 4 January 1884 (Terrins and
Whitehead 3). The name alludes to the Roman General Fabius Cunctator whose war tactics
against Hannibal centered around waiting for the right moment to strike; Holroyd calls this
stratagem a "policy of spontaneous inactivity" (Search 132). By the time Shaw joined the
Fabians, they had laid down their preliminary political principles and published their first
material.
3 The final move from Althusserianism to deconstruction and post-Marxism in relation to
the determination of the superstructure by the economic base was, among others, made by
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, whose deconstruction of Althusser's phrase "in the
last instance" proved influential. For more detailed information on the development of
post-Marxism, see Robert Wess, Kenneth Burke: Rhetoric, Subjectivity, Postmodernism
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996) 7-13.
4 Shaw rejected Darwinism and instead believed in the ideas of Chevalier de Lamarck, who
proposed that evolution is not driven by natural selection and "survival of the fittest," but
by the power of will. Shaw lays out his concepts of the Life Force and Creative Evolution
in the preface to Back to Methuselah.
5 For discussions on these and other topics in John Bull, see Norma Jenckes, "The
Rejection of Shaw's Irish Play: John Bull's Other Island," Eire-Ireland 10 (1975): 38-53;
A. M. Gibbs, "Bernard Shaw's Other Island," Irish Culture and Nationalism, 1750-1950.
Eds. Oliver MacDonagh, W. F. Mandle, and Pauric Travers (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan,
1983) 122-136; Nicholas Grene, "John Bull's Other Island: At Home and Abroad,"
ShawR 13 (1980): 11-16; and Heinz Kosok, "John Bull's Other Ego: Reactions to the
Stage Irishman in Anglo-Irish Drama," Medieval and Modern Ireland, Ed. Richard Wall
(Totowa, NJ: Barnes, 1988) 19-33.
6 For further information about Shaw's relationship with Ireland and the Irish Renaissance
movement, see: Pat M. Carr, Bernard Shaw (New York: Ungar, 1876); R. F. Dietrich,
"Shaw and Yeats: Two Irishmen Divided by a Common Language," Shaw: The Annual of
Bernard Shaw Studies 15 (1995): 65-84; A. M. Gibbs, "Yeats, Shaw, and Unity of
Culture," Southern Review 6 (1973): 189-203; and Michael Holroyd, "G.B.S. and
Ireland," Sewanee Review 84 (1976): 37-55.
7 In reference to this, Dec lan Kiberd recognizes the artificiality of the representation of
"typical" Irishness in the form of the stage Irish character and regards the play as "Shaw's
attempt to show how the peoples of the two islands spend most of their time acting an
approved part before their neighbor's eyes: and these assigned parts are seen as impositions
by the other side rather than opportunities for true self-expression" (52).76
8 William Ewert Gladstone, four times Prime Minister of Great Britain and the first British
politician "to regard the Irish problem a moral one" (Costigan 227). After taking office in
1869, he induced the process of disestablishing the Church of Ireland, passed the first Irish
Land Act protecting tenant farmers against eviction, and introduced a first Home Rule Bill,
which was, however, rejected. Gladstone considered "the treatment of Ireland as the
blackest stain in British History" (Fa llis 29).
9 Gaelic for "Poor Old Woman," a traditional personification of Ireland.
10 In "The Edwardian Shaw, or the Modernist That Never Was," Nicholas Grene also
identifies this sequential relationship between socialism and religion. He writes, "Shaw
was a modern materialist insofar as he insisted that the grounds of all human behavior had
to be sought in the socioeconomic conditions in which people lived. But his materialism
was designed to lead on and up to a higher supramaterialist metaphysic" (146).77
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APPENDIX81
A Diagram of the Shavian World
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